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Introduction

"H

ow are the kids?”
It could be an innocent question, or
just small talk. Or it might be another
adult wants to make comparisons or
maybe even a cry for help or hope. Some use it to begin
an inquisition!

“How are the kids?”
It probably depends on when you ask. Some who
fared well in childhood don’t do so well in adolescence.
And some who seemed like model teenagers went off
the deep end when they went away to college. Investing
in Christian education paved the way for some, but
inoculated others to God. After racing through college in
five or six years and tens of thousands of dollars of debt,
then what? Parents hold their breath wondering if their
child will be another “failure to launch” saga. What if the
opposite occurs—a young adult obsessed with work and
climbing the imaginary ladder of success?
“How are the kids?”
There’s the whole dating game and sexual promiscuity
and marrying the right person, or maybe not getting
married, or what if there are questions about one’s sexual
orientation? If things do “go well” and there is a marriage,
at what age does that happen? Is that good or bad? How
soon will babies come into the picture? Will they be okay?
Will your children be good parents? Will they be just like
you? Will their children be just like they were? What if
they live too far away? What if they’re too close?
“How are the kids?”
What about God and faith and scripture and church
participation? Will your children be active in church?
Will it be your church or different one? You invested so
much and did the best you could. Admittedly, you made
mistakes—who hasn’t? But you tried; you really tried.
Are you proud, pleased, or panicky? How long does that
last? Will you cling to Proverbs 22:6 and hope? Have
they chosen for themselves? Did they have a choice? How
much will they be like you? Is that good news or bad
news? If they have cut you off and claimed they need some
space, how much space do they need, and for how long?

“How are the kids?”
In simple, agrarian societies, the family unit stays
together. Roles remain clear. Males work the fields
while females care for the household. The seasons dictate
the annual cycles. God provides the sunshine and rain,
although not always the way one might choose.
Industrial societies take more family members away
from the house for longer periods of time. The work
seems more monotonous and school replaces the home
as the primary socializing agency by mid-childhood.
Advanced education offers hope for something better, but
at a cost of time, finances, and sometimes distance. God
provides for our needs and the church offers a reprieve
from the daily grind as well as a social gathering for the
entire family.
In an information age, children soon know more than
their parents in some areas, and they seem more nimble
and adaptable. Multiple options make commitment
difficult. Busyness easily snatches every available moment
lest people miss out on another opportunity. With so
many options, God is just one more—take it or leave it;
this time or (maybe) next time.
Sociologist Christian Smith conducted research on
teens in America. His National Study of Youth and
Religion polled the general public, not simply Christians.
He reported about three fourths consider themselves to
be Christian, with 16 percent not religious and the rest
spread over a variety of religions (Smith, 2005). It seems
that American teens consider themselves to be Christian.
But what kind of Christian? Rather than a specific
denomination, Smith found verbal assent to Christianity,
but a vague idea of what that meant. The common thread
he found which described the religion of most teens could
be labeled “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” (Smith, 2005,
p. 162). Five components comprise this “new religion.”
1. God exists. He created this world and watches
over it.
2. God wants people to be nice and fair, which is
what most religions espouse.
3. The main goal in life it to be happy and to feel
good about one’s self.
4. God isn’t really involved in one’s life, except to
solve occasional problems.
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5. Good people go to heaven when they die.
Where in the world have American teenagers come
up with this hodge-podge, independently egocentric
and polite religion? According to Smith (2005) and
Dean (2010), this comes from their parents and the
congregations where they attend church.
Five years later, Smith conducted a follow up study
with the same group, now ages 18-23. He discovered
with these emerging adults that about half stayed with
the religious group they had been with five years earlier.
Between one-fourth and one-half switched to another
religious group, with the largest switch being to “nonreligious” (Smith, 2009).
The frustration and fear that a generation will lose
faith seems to happen for some, although it remains a
minority. The greater revelation seems to be that young
people continue to be the lightning rod for church drop
out discussions, when they simply demonstrate what
older generations believe and practice. According to
George Barna, more adults than teens leave the church
(Barna, 2001). The dropout started back in the 1960s
with the Baby Boomers (Kinnaman, 2011).
But at a time when Evangelicals are wringing
their hands because so many are dropping out of
congregations that claim to spread the Gospel, one has
to wonder what’s happening. Are younger generations
simply acting out their parents’ non-commitment, but
being more honest about it by not showing up at church?
Are they fed up with a superficial church as they seek
the living God? Are they tired of the show and desire
intimacy with the Divine? Would they prefer to make
a difference by serving others rather than quietly filling
a pew? Is this just a restless phase until they settle into
church, much like (some of ) their parents have done?
On October 18-20, 2011, the Center for Youth
Evangelism at Andrews University hosted the fourth
annual 180° Symposium. Executive Director Japhet
De Oliveira coordinated this gathering and Alex Bryan,
pastor of the Walla Walla University Church, facilitated
the discussions. Participants spent the first day of the
symposium responding to papers prepared and read in
advance. These dealt with the topic of “Reaching the
Second and Third Generations.” Those papers appear
in the second half of this book.
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The second and third days the group served as a
“think tank” and addressed the topic through a group
process of brain-storming, analysis, and evaluation.
The book editor took the written and spoken results
of those two days to comprise the first portion of this
book. Additional chapters by the editor further flesh
out the topic.
In addition to generational differences, immigration
challenges show themselves when considering the
second and third generations. Several papers address the
Hispanic drop-off in church attendance and participation
in Hispanic churches in America. Are they transitioning
to Anglo churches or dropping out of church completely?
What can be done about this perceived problem?
The radical changes from one generation to anther
with immigrants has challenged not only Hispanics,
but also Koreans, Japanese, Yugoslavians, Russians,
Filipinos, Haitians, and others. Language and worship
services seem to be the litmus tests for such groups.
Continued immigration masks the dropout, while
reduced immigration exposes it.
If you are reading this, it is likely that you can place
yourself somewhere in the cycle of generational faith.
Are you a first generation believer, or do you have a
heritage of faith? If so, how have you continued what
those before you started and how are you different from
them? And what role will you play when it comes to the
generation after you?
The likelihood remains high that the next generation
will be similar, although not identical, to the one
preceding it. But they aren’t at the same place right now,
and they might not take the same pathway. Where they
end up won’t be known for at least another decade or two.
In the meantime, there are things we can do. Continue
reading to discover them.
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An Overview of the 180°
Symposium Think Tank

P

articipants invested two days of the 180° Symposium in 2011 to brain-storm as a think tank the
topic of “The Second and Third Generation.” The group divided into three smaller groups to
maximize input and dialogue.

Two sub-topics quickly emerged in discussions. One dealt with theology and the other dealt
with culture. Bright minds don’t always agree. But proper respect honored each person’s input, whether
or not it was articulate, well-reasoned, biblically supported, or strong on opinion. As groups, the wheat got
sifted and the chaff dropped away. Each group submitted their developments to a larger group for further
feedback and refinement.
The editor received copies of all notes and summaries in addition to inputting more comments, references,
and notations. That collection had further input from an editorial team which resulted in the following
four summary topics:
k
k
k
k

Theology and Culture
The Relationship of Theology and Culture
Respect and Appreciation of Culture
Addressing Second and Third Generation Challenges/Opportunities
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C

hange has accelerated exponentially in
recent decades. Technology drives much of
this. So does mobility. As a result, the way
people “do life” has morphed so quickly that
one generation often has difficulty understanding the
next one. With ease of worldwide travel, immigration
possibilities also increase, which leads to radical and
monumental changes.
When it comes to youth and young adult ministry,
how should we move forward in this era of compressed
change? Instead of “doing things the way we’ve always
done them” we now expect that we will need to seek
a current understanding of how young people “do
life.” Otherwise, interpreting life and God through an
older lens will often blur perceptions beyond what is
recognizable, and may even cause harm.
In order to understand God, we do theology. In order
to understand youth and young adults, we utilize culture.

What is “Theology”?

Theology, literally “the study of God,” is basically
how we come to understand God. The word “theology”
often intimidates us and leaves most abdicating in favor
of the professional “theologians” to figure out the truth
about God.
But in reality, all of us are theologians. We might not
have advanced degrees or sit in ivory towers, or read thick
and seemingly incoherent tomes, but our understanding
of God comes from somewhere. Often this develops in
the crucible of everyday life, with its unique twists and
turns. Our commitments, traditions, background, and
outlook also influence our understanding of the Almighty.
Virtually everyone has an opinion about God. How did
that happen? Is it static or dynamic? Does it remain
constant throughout one’s life? Can one generation pass
it on to the next generation “as is”?
If God can be put into a box, even a gilded or giftwrapped box, then the answer would be, “Yes.” But if
God can’t be contained or relegated to a box, the answer
would most likely be, “It depends.”

But that begs the question, “It depends upon what?”
If one generation repeats the previous generation’s
experience verbatim, the consistency increases the
likelihood that the God understood by the earlier
generation will be the same God for the succeeding one.
But if the following generation faces different situations
or dynamics or personalities, they might also seek a new
or different understanding of God.
It seems highly unlikely that the next generation will
be identical to the previous one, any more than a child
will look exactly like a parent. Instead, children are apt to
take on physical characteristics that show a blend of both
parents, perhaps favoring one over the other. But that
describes only the physical similarities and differences.
One must also consider dispositions, mannerisms, vocal
sounds, and even attitudes and habits.
Biblical examples show that some children seem to
be very much like their parents. But at other times they
aren’t like them at all. The long list of wicked kings in
the Old Testament monarchy often ends with “he did
what was evil in the LORD’s sight and followed in the
example of Jeroboam, continuing the sins of idolatry that
Jeroboam had led Israel to commit” (1 Kings 15:34 NLT).
For the kings of Judah, it seemed they either followed
the example of good King David or they didn’t follow the
example of David. King Jotham did what was pleasing
in the LORD’s sight (2 Kings 15:34), but his son Ahaz
“did not do what was pleasing in the sight of the LORD
his God, as his ancestor David had done” (2 Kings 16:2
NLT). Yet the son of wicked King Ahaz, Hezekiah, “did
what was pleasing in the LORD’s sight, just as his ancestor
David had done” (2 Kings 18:3 NLT). It bounced back
and forth from one generation to another. And some
kings reversed their allegiance to God partway through
their reigns (see 2 Chron 24:1-22; 2 Chron 33:1-18).
Those who treat God as a package to be handed from
one generation to the next completely misunderstand
God. He is alive and seeks to be in relationship with
us. Those zealous to make sure their children worship
the same god as their parents risk functioning like
3
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Nebuchadnezzar on the plain of Dura (see Dan 3). You
might command others to worship the statue, but you
will only force them to break the second commandment.
We may prefer a god as solid, visible, and unmovable as
stone. We could interact with such a god on our terms,
put it in its place, threaten others with it, own it, and
basically use it whenever we chose to do so. We could
also ignore a stone image, hide it, and never worry about
it. After all, it would only be a rock.
But if God is alive, and truly God of the universe, then
being in relationship with us far surpasses one generation’s
comprehension of Him. If we have been invited to spend
eternity with Him, will our understanding grow after 100
years? If so, then how could we possible conceive that
we have a complete handle on God and can accurately
convey that to the next generation right now?
It’s not that we shouldn’t make the attempt. With
humility we should invite the next generation to join us in
a dynamic experience with God. We have the blessing of
both natural and supernatural revelation of God through
His created works and through scripture. These aid us in
forming our understanding of God and how we relate to
him through the ebb and flow of our lives. We haven’t
been left on our own to come up with an individualized
god, made in our image, to suit our desires. We can “do
theology” by turning to God’s created works, to scripture,
and considering those who have gone before us. We also
have supernatural guidance from the Holy Spirit who
illuminates our understanding.
“When a believer accepts the Bible as authoritative,
theology is centered in the process of reflecting on and
applying biblical truth to a particular situation. This
interactive reflective process involves scripture, beliefs of
the church, the one who seeks understanding, culture,
and the specific ministry context to which theological
reflection is applied” (Dybdahl, 2011). All of us “do
theology.” We should identify it as such, for ourselves
and for the next generation as its understanding of God
develops.

What is “Culture”?

Some embrace the term “culture” while others stiffarm it. Does culture provide a context to live out one’s
beliefs or does it derail or highjack one’s beliefs? Could
it actually be neutral, or does it always influence?

Culture provides the context for expressing and
impressing meaning and practice in life. It’s how one
4

“does life.” Culture is more than a vehicle of information.
It also shapes and influences—individuals and groups.
Christians often bring the concept of a “worldview”
into the discussion when evaluating culture. But that
calls for an additional definition. Worldview encompasses
the overall perspective from which a person views and
interprets the world. A secondary definition could be
the collection of beliefs a person or group has about life
and the world (The Free Dictionary, 2012). This sounds
fairly similar to theology, at least for a person who sees
God integrated into life and planet earth.
Some imagine that a worldview forms a rock-solid
bastion from which to evaluate the amorphous element
termed “culture.” In reality, one’s worldview continues
to flex and change throughout life. One might choose a
particular worldview, but could easily adhere to only part
of it or do so inconsistently.
“Worldview” for Christians comes from scripture and
judges culture. Some confusion exists regarding what is
and what is not part of a Christian or Biblical worldview.
Instead of majoring in minor things, theology can help
to differentiate between macro-issues and micro-issues.
Rather than coming up with a once-and-for-all theology,
we will look at this progressively, expecting each new
generation to discover anew and to put its own stamp on
it based on connecting Scripture with current life. Our
Adventist pioneers did this very thing. So should we, not
limiting it to theology professors.
Those opposed to culture often see only the evil or
Satanic evidences and influences of culture. These seem
obvious in the media—music, movies, sensuality, partying,
and debauchery. The gateway to this slippery slope could
be current styles of dress, hair styles, make up, jewelry,
theater attendance, contemporary music, specific music
instruments, and even worship styles. The blind spot
for such critics is that while warning against whatever is
current, they simply promote a different culture. Because
the different culture is outdated, they assume it has no
evil attached to it. But outdated culture isn’t spiritual;
it’s just irrelevant. Pair that with God and you have a
God disconnected from the world—the opposite of the
Incarnation.
On the other hand, those who embrace culture often
do so with little or no thought given to the seductive flow
of culture. Choosing to engage in whatever gets presented,
they forget that both good and evil exist on this planet and
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show themselves in different forms. Blindly participating
in whatever presents itself, they lack discernment and end
up like a chameleon. This can happen at a raucous rave or
on a Christian campus since both have their own culture.
Where will you be shaped?
Culture actually functions as a two-way street.
It shapes us, and we also shape it. When PBS aired
“Merchants of Cool” they unmasked a sophisticated way
in which culture keeps changing. They revealed how
big business does its marketing based on regular input
from everyday people. This keeps them a step ahead by
knowing where the public has taken its current step (PBS,
2001). Nowadays with Facebook and YouTube, anyone
has the possibility of going viral. Exposure counts more
than content, and nobody knows for sure what the new,
best thing will be. Yet many aggressively seek it, even if
it lasts for only a moment.
Christians rejoice when the good guys make the
headlines, and moan when the bad guys claim the top
spot. But that’s merely playing the same game. The flavor
of the month has changed to the flavor of the week, the
day, or the hour.
Those who avoid the evil culture so prevalent in cities
escape to the countryside where they can be free of both
evil and culture. But they create their own culture in the
countryside and get taken by surprise when they find
evil in their heart. Good and evil can be found in every
culture. Sexual promiscuity can still happen on a spiritual
retreat in God’s nature, not just the red light district of
some city. Kindness finds expression among the homeless
on skid row, not just the delivery of homemade cookies
to the new family in the quiet village.
Culture can be compared to the pool in which we
swim. No matter how much we deny it or ignore it,
culture continues to influence us and we influence it. We
may change pools, but we’re still in a pool, and the pool is
full of water. The water might be pure. Does it have any
chemicals in it? If it’s fresh water, how long has it been
fresh? Has anyone else been in the pool? Is anyone else
in it right now? What else is in the water besides water?
For those who decide to never go swimming, perhaps
for fear of contamination from others, we could change the
analogy. Culture can be compared to the air we breathe.
We affect it, and it affects us. If we stop breathing, the
consequences will be more obvious than if we breathe!
But what’s in the air? We need oxygen, but that’s only a

minority of what enters our lungs. Our body processes the
air and gains life from it. We exhale our own impurities.
We can make others sick from what we exhale. We can
also save another person’s life when exhaling by means
of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Sometimes you just
need some fresh air. At other times fresh air can activate
your allergies. Carting an oxygen tank behind you to
guarantee pure air means you’re trusting whoever filled
those tanks, and it severely limits your mobility by being
so pure. Your body can assimilate only a small portion
of oxygen, so most of it would be wasted. The analogies
continue. Culture is like the air we breathe.
Any group of people will develop its own culture.
This provides a way to express what is important. How
do we express love? What makes a meal special? How do
we ascribe value to something? Culture forms the palette
from which we can paint meaning in our lives. How
we dress, the foods we eat, acceptable and unacceptable
ways of interacting with others, language—all of these
have meaning when we do them in a given culture. And
culture also changes over time.
Historically, island cultures have been able to maintain
a more constant culture because of their isolation. Being
surrounded by water keeps other cultures from mixing.
But island discovery and trade and travel have occurred
for centuries and even millennia. Differences continue;
but the world has become a neighborhood. The access,
availability, and input from so many cultures continues
to mount.
The edges of one people group get blurred where
they meet another. On the border between Mexico and
the United States, you can easily find English speaking
people on the Mexican side and Spanish speaking people
on the American side. The line isn’t as distinct as a border
crossing, even if there are border patrols. Furthermore,
their “native languages” are not from Mexico or America,
but from Spain and England!
When a Mexican marries an American, when a
Catholic marries an Adventist, when a 70-year-old
marries a 17-year-old, when a man marries a man, when
a Christian woman moves in with a Buddhist man—all
of these can create a clash of cultures. Such a couple
may avoid their previous, individual cultures or go to
the culture that demonstrates acceptance of the foreign
culture. Frequently, the couple will leave both cultures and
relocate to where they are apt to find greater acceptance
of their union.
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Part of our current complication with culture is that
the pool has become so large. The air we breathe seems
to be at a stadium instead of in our backyard. Even those
who seem to be geographically isolated communicate via
the internet or by smart phone or Skype. This forces us
to address the issue of culture, something we might have
avoided in the past.
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The Relationship of
Theology and Culture

D

ivorcing theology from life results in a
problematic dualism—ivory-tower theology
unrelated to live on the one hand, and secular
busyness with no thought of God on the
other hand. They need to come back together.
Art offers a metaphor regarding the relationship of
theology and culture.
Theology is the artist’s idea or message; culture is
the canvas and paint the artist uses to express the idea.
A painting beckons the observer to “do theology” to
discover its meaning.
A musician uses sheet music (theology) to play a
moving composition on the piano (culture). Sheet music
needs a medium to move the notes from the paper to
the air waves. A piano needs music or else it merely
makes noise.
If theology develops in the context of interfacing
God and life, then at some point we must ask what
happens at the intersection of God and culture. From
a Christian perspective, the insights from H. Richard
Niebuhr, the Yale Divinity School theologian have
become foundational. Christ and Culture (Niebuhr,
1951) presents five ways Christians relate to culture.
1. Christ Against Culture – because Christ is perfect
and humans are sinful, and because culture is where
humans live their lives, Christ is against culture
because the perfect opposes the sinful. “Do not
love the world or anything in the world. If anyone
loves the world, love for the Father is not in them”
(1 John 2:15 NIV).

2. The Christ of Culture – Jesus came into this world as
a human and lived within humanity/culture. We are
called to follow this same incarnational model and
take Christ to the world. “To the Jews I became like
a Jew, to win the Jews. . . I have become all things
to all people so that by all means possible I might
save some” (1 Cor 9:20-22 NIV). Christ seemed
untainted by the culture in which he lived. In
contrast, people seem to get tainted fairly easily.
3. Christ Above Culture – Christ uses culture to instruct
humans on what is good. He gave his law to reveal
the right, but Christ remains above the law needed for
humans. As Paul wrote, “I would never have known
that coveting is wrong if the law had not said, ‘You
must not covet’” (Rom 7:7 NLT).
4. Christ and Culture in Paradox – culture is not simply
good or bad, but both good and bad. Just as humans
sin (bad), God provides grace (good). It can be
confusing to see God’s justice and mercy combined,
and yet seemingly opposite. “Where sin abounded,
grace did much more abound” (Rom 5:20 KJV).
5. Christ the Transformer of Culture – the ideal for
which the previous explanations serve as a straw
man in comparison. God created the world as
good. After the Fall, God set about to redeem the
world. Therefore, culture, while it contains evil, can
be redeemed. “God so loved the world that he gave
his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in
him should not perish, but have everlasting life”
(John 3:16 KJV; see also Hebrews 12:1-22). Instead
of being conformed to culture, Christ invites us to
transform it by a renewed mind (Rom 12:3).

7

The Relationship of Theology and Culture

For Seventh-day Adventists, reading Niebuhr’s
Christ and Culture could be problematic because he’s not
an Adventist. But we have a remedy. Roger Dudley’s
The World: Love It or Leave It (Dudley, 1986), presents
an Adventist rendering of Niebuhr’s work, complete
with Adventist terminology and illustrations. Similar
recasting for the Adventist culture has happened with the
Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary (Nichol, 1953)
based on Seventh-day Adventist scholars’ study of other
Christian works.
Seventh-day Adventists have often struggled with
new translations of the English Bible. This illustrates
the difficulty of wanting something Godly to fit in the
contemporary culture while some fear making it current
makes it unsanctified. This phobia stems from the idea
that a more current medium of communication isn’t
as holy or as accurate as something older. I recall the
warnings I received as a teen when The Living Bible
(Taylor, 1971) stirred controversy as a paraphrase of
God’s Holy Word. That fear continues with some (Fuller,
2012), although today’s controversy would come from
Eugene Peterson’s The Message (Peterson, 2002). Seventhday Adventists have created their own controversy by
having a Bible paraphrase by an Adventist (Blanco, 1994).
Now even the Adventist prophet gets paraphrased,
only 100 years following her death. Jerry Thomas adapted
The Desire of Ages (Thomas, 2002) and Thoughts from the
Mount of Blessing (Thomas, 2009). Steve Case adapted
Steps to Christ (Case, 2009). Perhaps because these are
adaptations and not paraphrases, the push-back against
tampering with a prophetic word has been minimal.
The relationship of theology and culture crosses at
the intersection of God and life. The idea of God creates
merely an abstract concept until it intersects with life by
means of culture—what happens at a specific place at a
certain time. If you start with culture, it will be merely
human elements until it intersects with God.
It is possible for God to intersect with life and for
people to miss it or misunderstand it. Consider the
biblical examples of Christ on the cross, the stoning
of Stephen, manna after 20 years, Paul and Barnabas
treated as gods in Lystra, John’s revelations on the island
of Patmos. Those are biblical examples. Reflect on times
during your life in which you saw God’s intersection in
life and people missed it or misunderstood it.

8

The reverse is also true. It is possible for life to intersect
with God and for people to miss it or misunderstand it.
Consider the biblical examples of Noah’s ark, Saul being
spared by David, nine of the 10 lepers who didn’t return to
thank Jesus, Pharisees stopping a healed man for carrying
his mat on Sabbath, Pilate passing judgment on Jesus,
Jericho onlookers disgusted when Jesus chose to go to the
house of Zacchaeus, Demetrius the silversmith in Ephesus
concerned about his drop in business. Once again, reflect
on your own lifetime. When has life intersected with
God and people missed it or misunderstood it?
Theology without an expression in life is theory.
God comes to us where we are, in our culture. To
talk about God apart from the context of life makes
God imaginary instead of real. Vegetarians might have
difficulty accepting that Jesus ate meat. Consider how
difficult it would be to say he drank wine! Making either
of those acceptable or “good” in your culture today fails
to understand Jesus in your own culture.
You can’t take Jesus from Jewish culture 2,000 years
ago and transplant him into your culture today without
first understanding him in that previous culture? Would
Jesus wear jeans today? He certainly didn’t in Jerusalem or
around Galilee. But jeans didn’t even exist then! Would
he ordain women to lead the church? They weren’t even
looking outside the tribe of Levi at that time. Those
unable to understand Bible times will be susceptible
to making outlandish claims about how God relates to
culture today.
Only when we understand culture can we grasp the
timeless truths and principles that transcend culture. But
these still must find new expressions in new or different
cultures. Sometimes the new expression will be the same,
but at other times it will be different, and might even be
opposite (Case, 1996). Paul wrote concerning public
worship that “every woman who prays or prophesies
with her head uncovered dishonors her head” (1 Cor
11:5 NKJV). A woman who wears a flamboyant hat to
church and claims she does so to follow Scripture simply
“doesn’t get it”! She uses Scripture to sanctify her own
pride and ego.
But this doesn’t mean we should give up when it
comes to seeking and finding the interplay between God
and culture. Culture provides the medium to live one’s
theology. It must be done in life, and we live our lives
in some type of culture.
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Culture without connection to God yields limited
existence. We can live our lives in an everyday, hum drum
rhythm. Many people do. They fit into their culture,
perhaps seeking nothing more than pleasure or the
avoidance of pain. But where is the supernatural? What
can they worship? To whom do they express beauty,
joy, fear, hope, love? What do they do with death? Just
keep going through the motions? Connection with
God provides a completely different perspective on one’s
culture.
Part of the difficulty in the relationship between
theology and culture comes from the tension of how
God’s unchanging nature plays out in a world that is
constantly changing and characterized by diversity.
Because God takes the initiative to come to us in our
context(s), we should expect it to be different from one
place to another and from one time to another. “Long
ago God spoke many times and in many ways to our
ancestors through the prophets. And now in these final
days, he has spoken to us through his Son” (Hebrews
11:1-2 NLT). In spite of coming in ways unique to
each setting and time, people often didn’t get it! Some
resisted with passion. Religious leaders took the necessary
precautions to not violate their Sabbath rules or prevent
their participation in Passover rituals as they orchestrated
the crucifixion of the Son of God.
We need humility to not be so blinded by our own
notions of culture that we follow in similar pathways. We
need humility to be gentle and gracious regarding our own
grasp of understanding of God. We need discernment
regarding God’s presence and activity in the world. Young
adults and youth generally spurn theological and doctrinal
certitude. They reject agendas that protect and preserve
church territory, institutions and resources, especially at
the cost of relationships.
We also need a bit of reality. In the Western World,
Christianity formed key elements of the culture. That can
no longer be assumed. While many claim to be Christian,
their practice gets individualized. Western culture has
drifted to the secular and materialistic. Neither aligns
very well with Jesus. It’s not that Western culture is
overtly hostile to Christianity. It simply relegates it to
the periphery or low priority for the majority.
How can we find a Godly consistency in a culture
in which God isn’t placed in the primary spot? How
can our theology be anchored in God rather than in the

culture that drifts away from God? Medieval Christian
church music had a cantus firmus, a fixed melody, sung
by a “tenor” (literally “to hold down”) while other music
played around it (Metayas, 2010). Likewise, Jesus Christ
serves as our cantus firmus for doing theology. By holding
to Jesus as our cantus firmus we can go boldly into the
world, testing to see if our music harmonizes. An obvious
question becomes, “Who establishes the cantus firmus?
Theology is straining to hear and discern that melody.
Too often Jesus gets used as an empty container that
anyone can fill with whatever one wants. In contrast, we
believe we need some discipline on how we do theology.
It must begin in Scripture even though many young
people aren’t biblically literate. The Bible can shape our
mind to interpret reality. If we don’t take things to
Scripture, we will end up using someone like a current
guru or pop culture icon or something like the internet as
our source of authority. And it’s not just young people
who are biblically illiterate. Previous generations are
susceptible to relying on established traditions rather
than Scripture.
Good starting points for timeless biblical truths to all
cultures include love for God and others, the golden rule
of treating others the way you would like to be treated,
the 10 commandments and the Sermon on the Mount.
Even Micah’s pointed statement of what is good and God
requires of us—to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk
humbly with your God (Mic 6:8 NKJV) can be placed
in the foundation of timeless truths.
Resist the temptation to put everyone through the
same press to the point of needing everyone to accept
Jesus in the same way. The individual struggle to come
to the point of experiencing Jesus for one’s self cannot be
handed down or purchased at discount warehouses. Let
your individual struggle make you appreciative of another
person’s journey. Be ready to share your testimony. Listen
for the testimony of others, expecting it to be unique
for that person, including the first generation. The
acceptance of individual testimonies in no way limits us
to a “Jesus and me” religion.
Theology is not a task to be done in isolation, but in
the combination of Scripture and culture—where God
intersects with people and their lives. Turning to God is
a turning to the other, just as a knowledge of God leads
to a knowledge of the other. We do this by asking “What
is going on?” and then “Why is it going on?” From this
description of life, we go to scripture to then ask, “What
9
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should be going on?” After wrestling with scripture we
ask, “How shall we respond?”
We can’t form a theology for second and third
generation youth and young adult ministry without
being with young people, listening to them, hearing their
struggles and questions and perspectives. But when we
do go to them, the resulting theology guides both them
and us in life.
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Respect and
Appreciation of Culture

E

very generation lives within a given culture.
Each culture has its own significance, including some elements that would be considered
“Godly” and some that would get classified
as “ungodly.” Blanket statements condemning a given
culture fail to understand that culture simply provides
a vehicle for the way we do life. Sinful people will sin
in their culture just as righteous people will shine in the
same culture. The relationship between theology and
culture provides the tools to make evaluations of elements
within a culture.
Because culture provides the context in which a
person lives, the culture shapes the person and vice versa.
Every generation has its own culture. It may be similar to
another culture, but it will have its own distinctiveness.
As a result, one’s identity gets tied up within one’s culture.
This includes the language one speaks, the language one
understands, the musical style a person prefers, specific
foods, parent-child relationships, respect for authority,
dating dynamics, which holidays are celebrated and
how? A person’s religion and how it gets practiced also
fits within the category of culture. No wonder young
people often want to change how church gets done. No
wonder older generations resist!
Put-downs, denunciations, generalizations, and even
teasing often get taken personally. That’s because they are
personally offensive. While this can be done comparing one generation with another, the differences might
be more noticeable over the generations of immigrant
cultures. This shows itself with Hispanics, Koreans,
Yugoslavians, Japanese, Russians, Filipinos, Samoans,
Haitians—especially those who speak a different language. In fact, the language becomes symbolic of the
strength of one’s bond to the original culture. In practical
terms, the language keeps one in the mother culture and
isolated from the new culture. Those in a transitional
generation might find themselves in a third culture by
not fully being in the old or the new.
The tremendous risk taken by relocating to a new
(and possibly hostile) culture creates a pendulum swing

in which the new immigrant often seeks security and
familiarity by living in a neighborhood with others from
one’s country of origin. Work options seem limited due
to one’s inability to communicate in a new language.
The need to depend on God remains constant. Church
provides an environment in which the first generation
can maintain its previous identity with strength. Why
would they relinquish it?
The second generation learns the language early
and much more easily by attending school. The second
generation can move between two cultures, but often
feels caught between two worlds, often getting treated
as a second-class citizen by both cultures. Respect and
appreciation for “the other” culture doesn’t come naturally
or might not be communicated adequately or in helpful
ways. Treating those of a different generation with care,
love, and acceptance happens more by grace than by
grit. The need for God usually doesn’t feel as pressing as
it did for the first generation. When an individual feels
secure and one’s identity isn’t threatened, openness and
acceptance come more easily. Respect might precede
acceptance. It may require some coaching. “The first
service that one owes to others. . . consists in listening
to them. . . Many people are looking for an ear that will
listen. They do not find it among Christians, because
these Christians are talking when they should be listening” (Bonhoeffer, 1954, pp. 97-98).
The second generation often serves as a bridge for
the third generation. For immigrants, the second and
third generations usually share more in common with
each other than with the first generation. They also are
more likely to leave the neighborhood and the church
since they are usually assimilated into the larger culture.
They tend to relate to authority relationally, which may
not be interpreted as showing proper respect. Their faith
inclinations lean to the experiential and transformational.
Community comes through technological touch points
such as texting, Facebook and Twitter. Evangelism must
be relational and includes mentoring as well as the sense
that they are part of a movement. Ethnic food draws
11
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them back just as requiring the mother language often
drives them away.
The first generation relates to authority structurally
and approaches faith as information. Evangelism is
also information based and denominationally focused.
Community takes place within the walls of the church.
If only the second and third generations would fall into
line, they could be just like the first generation. The first
generation immigrants can’t conceive that their children
and grandchildren would want it to be any different. The
children and grandchildren can’t imagine being the same
as the first generation.
The place of testing respect and acceptance is church
leadership. This is true for both Americans and immigrants. Who wants to give up something that is personally
significant? Who wants to wait around until an entire
generation passes off of the scene, especially when other
options are available? “Servant leadership” anyone? The

need for identity renewal within each generation seems
obvious but not necessarily easy. A new identity requires
taking yet another risk and more change.
Referencing individuals and groups as 1st, 2nd, and
3rd generation proves to be more complicated and messy
than one might first expect. In many instances, it has
more to do with one’s attitude and actions than one’s
date of birth or date of immigration. The increase of
multicultural relationships, births, and the millennial
expectation that embraces multiculturalism adds to the
complexity. Because of the combination of the generations we can expect changes, sometimes gradual and other
times sudden. A “multicultural” culture might leave
some feeling like there is no norm simply because their
preferred culture is no longer dominant. What seemed
“different” and “important” may pale into insignificance,
as if a person desired a new buggy whip instead of a new
cell phone!
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Addressing Second and
Third Generation
Challenges & Opportunities

A

ddressing the challenges of the second and
third generations deals with strategies directed
towards the difficulties identified. Of course
we need the supernatural. Even so, it should be
stated. God indeed can do exceedingly abundantly more
than all we could ask or think (Eph 3:20). Our part might
have to do more with trusting God. Our engagement
might count more for obedience than cleverness or craft.
In broad generalities we have several key elements.
But we should acknowledge that what may be ideal for
95 percent of young people may miss the mark for the
other five percent.
Paul wrote about the Body being one yet composed
of many parts (1 Corinthians 12:12). Metaphors like
this invite an array of responses and an expectation of
operating in a complimentary fashion rather than a
competitive one. “We differ so widely in disposition,
habits, education, that our ways of looking at things
vary. We judge differently. Our understanding of truth,
our ideas in regard to the conduct of life, are not in all
respects the same. There are no two whose experience is
alike in every particular” (White, 1942, p. 483).
With this in mind, consider the following four
primary ways to address the challenges of the second
and third generations. Those gathered for the 180°
Symposium prioritized these as the top four.
1. Discipleship. (Matt 10 and 28) Jesus called his
disciples to follow him. He taught them, mentored
and coached them, empowered them, sent them out,
instructed them more, corrected them, challenged
them, frustrated them, warned them, supported
them, died for them. Following his resurrection,
Jesus commissioned his disciples to go and make
disciples of all nations, baptizing them and teaching
them all that they had learned from Christ. And

Jesus gave his promise to be present with them in
this mission.
Taking Christ as the model, the number of disciples
won’t be large for any one person. A pied piper isn’t
the necessary ingredient. What counts is presence—
availability for relational contact and friendship. This
includes lots of listening, support, earning the right to
be heard, communicating acceptance, sharing their joy,
and picking them up when they fall. Openness includes
vulnerability. As the relationship develops, mentoring
can increase on either a formal or informal basis. This
still includes listening, but also providing pointers,
recommendations, challenges, accountability, feedback,
celebrations, and testimony.
Inherent in generations are families. Instead of
substituting or replacing families, the 2nd and 3rd
generation calls for inter-generational families, including
discipleship. Parental responsibilities can be shared within
the church as individuals mature at various rates and
through stages. The content includes all things Christ
taught his disciples, plus what the Holy Spirit would lead
his disciples into, right now, in your specific context or
culture. Congregations can help to bear each others’
burdens and assist or equip families to disciple their own
children. In this sense, congregations will partner with
the families to nurture and shape one another through
the ins and outs of daily living. It gets as specific as
teaching families how to do family worship and assisting
in securing resources to do so. As might be expected,
some will be more receptive to this than others.
2. Safe and Loving Climate. (Matt 18:1-12) Christ’s
message, “Come unto Me, all ye who labor and are
heavy laden, and I will give you rest (Matthew 11:28
KJV)” seems every bit as necessary and inviting
now as it did when he first gave it. Providing a safe,
accepting, secure, and loving environment usually
13
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requires intentionality and even some training. Many
churches have greeters who give an initial, "Hi, how
are you?” That’s a start in the right direction, but the
feeling tone of the congregation as a whole must go
beyond the assigned greeters.
It also includes the supernatural ability to love those
who others might not love, looking more at the heart than
the outward appearance. The real litmus test comes when
conversations develop to the point that people in a given
generation feel safe enough to talk about anything. This
may require time and attention and initiative rather than
interacting only with the same people from week to week.
Instead of maintaining a plastic veneer of superficial
niceness, can church become the place where repentance
leads to confession? Is church the place where forgiveness
flows—from heaven to earth and from one person to
another? Let the first generation model this practice
and encourage it in the younger generations. “Get ride
of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and slander, as
well as all types of evil behavior. Instead, be kind to each
other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God
through Christ has forgiven you” (Eph 4:31-32 NLT).
3. Religious Education. (Deut 6:6-7) Jesus taught
with parables. Deuteronomy 6:6-7 admonishes
parents to instruct their children with intentionality,
throughout the day. Today, some look to teachers
to provide all of the instruction. This responsibility
rests first with the parents and gets supplemented
by others. On a foundational level, establishing
the Bible as the source of authority provides access
to God’s love letters, instruction, and guidance. It
also enables the reader to have an external source of
authority that can be internalized through the power
of the Holy Spirit.
Establishing the Bible as the source of authority
paves the way to teach a biblical worldview—a growing
understanding of one’s world from God’s revelation.
This process includes Bible literacy, but also the Bible
as communion with the Almighty. It is information,
but also intimacy. It deepens faith and broadens
understanding. It enables one to engage in conversations
with others about God and life and what one believes
about God. Include critical thinking skills by giving
permission to question, explore, experiment, trust, pray,
and grow in faith. In this way they will become “thinkers
and not mere reflectors of other men’s thoughts” (White,
1952, p. 17). It not only accepts, but encourages critical
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thinking. God is Truth and God is large, so we have
much to discover and no need to fear the pursuit unless
we assume we have traded places with God.
The training also includes practical application by
actively serving others, experiencing the joy of selfsacrificing love, and sharing one’s faith. This can take
place with friends and strangers, in church settings and
community service, with religious entities and secular
ones. It’s discovering what Jesus would do, and then
doing it. This moves the religious instruction beyond
the head through the heart and into action.
The benefits of Adventist education aren’t always
accessible for those who desire it. Distance and high cost
call for creative solutions so young people can increase
social connections, a community of believers, quality
education, faithful role models, prevention of at-risk
behaviors, positive peer relationships, and an expanding
biblical worldview and purpose in life.
4. Authentic Christian Leaders. (1 Cor 11:1) Our
desire to see Jesus matches up with glimpses of seeing
Jesus in Godly people. These people are authentic
and demonstrate Christian character. They quickly
become positive role models of what to do and the
spirit in which to do it. Instead of promoting one’s
ego and using others for personal gain, they willing
support others and rejoice when others succeed.
This stands in contrast to what seems “normal” in the
world. Jesus told his disciples, “You know that the rulers
in this world lord it over their people, and officials flaunt
their authority over those under them. But among you
it will be different. Whoever wants to be a leader among
you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be
first among you must be the slave of everyone else. For
even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve
others and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark
10:42-45 NLT). The attitudes and actions of Christian
leaders demonstrate service and also self-sacrifice.
But how can this be? All Christians have this high
calling in response to Christ’s claim on their lives and the
availability of an active Holy Spirit in the heart and life.
This may test a person’s trust that God will truly provide.
It will also show that God often provides through people,
and Christian leaders are those people.
In addition to these four primary ways to address the
challenges of the second and third generation, the think
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tank that gathered for the 180° Symposium at Andrews
University in 2011 identified four additional ways to
respond to reaching successive generations. Individuals
and churches should implement the four primary
recommendations above. After do so, they could attend
to the follow secondary recommendations.
1B. Seeking God. (Jer 29:13) With the 2nd and 3rd
generations, one’s drive and desire to seek God may
be misunderstood if the pathway one takes differs
from the previous generation. The misunderstanding
can go both ways. Instead of jumping to the
conclusion that a different path must take someone
to a different destination, probe for motivations
behind the actions.
2B. Empowerment. (Matt 19:14) Younger generations
usually lack power due to size, skills, experience,
representation and voice on decision-making
committees, and financial resources. When someone
from an older generation immigrates, that person
tends to lose power, especially when immigrating to a
country whose language the immigrant doesn’t know.
Empowerment opens doors for a person hampered
by a lack of power for whatever reason. It usually
involves sharing and swallowing one’s pride.
3B. Identity. (Matt 16:13-19) Some limit identity
crisis or identity formation to the adolescent years.
It may start at that time, but it doesn’t end there.
To find one’s identity in Christ provides a root,
but that still challenges the need to operationalize
that in practical ways (what college to attend, what
major to take, should I be an SM for one year, can
I change majors? etc.) Transitions throughout life
continue to challenge one’s identity. Church roles
and responsibilities can play into this. Spiritual
renewal beckons or challenges a new identity as
one matures. Language skills often influence one’s
identity, usually in very practical ways.

4B. Embrace Multiculturalism. (Gal. 3 & 1 Cor 1)
Strict and straight ethnic lines have blurred.
Multiculturalism seems more dominant that ever.
While older generations may accentuate pure blood
lines, younger generations already have the mindset of multiculturalism. God told Abraham, “All
families of the earth will be blessed through you”
(Gen 12:3 NLT). Paul said that in Christ, it makes
no difference if one is a Jew or a Gentile, slave or
free, male or female (Gal 3:28), for all become one
in Christ. That may be the only things that unites
some. If all you have is Christ, is that enough? The
testing has begun!

Summary
Theology and culture can appear in the same
sentence. They need to intersect in real life. Drop
the stereotype that theology should be reserved for
only seminary professors, or that culture means evil or
worldly. Theology develops as we wrestle with God and
life. Culture provides a canvas on which we can paint
God’s interaction with life and vice versa. In times and
places of rapid change, the canvas can easily get messy and
confusing. Staying with the canvas, going to scripture,
relying on an active Holy Spirit, learning from those who
have gone before us, and humbly coming together may
seem difficult, but certainly worthwhile.
When it comes to addressing the second and
third generation, whether it’s simply new generations
of more complicated through immigration, the same
recommendations from the 180° Symposium apply.
Address these challenges with discipleship, creating a safe
and loving climate, providing religious education, plus
modeling and mentoring authentic Christian leaders. The
task is huge. Our God is greater. With that assurance,
we grab onto both God and life.
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D

euteronomy 6 functions as a foundation
passage for religious educators. It includes
the familiar Hebrew shema, “Hear, O
Israel! The LORD our God, the LORD is
one! You shall love the LORD your God with all your
heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength"
(Deut 6:4-5 NKJV).
Just as the Jews practiced this so religiously that it
became formalism to some and a forgotten practice to
others, a new rendering of this passage might highlight
more than phylacteries around the wrist and on one’s
forehead. Read the same two verses from The Message,
“Attention, Israel! God, our God! God the one and
only! Love God, your God, with your whole heart: love
him with all that’s in you, love him with all you’ve got!”
Using this as a launching pad could springboard into a
host of creative endeavors to develop and celebrate one’s
love for God “with all you’ve got!” That seems far more
intense that cheering at a football game or winning the
lottery! This could be very special!
The instruction to the parents isn’t limited to
intensity. Consistency happens by integrating instruction
and adoring God as a lifestyle. Leaving it to chance or to
others doesn’t seem to be one of the options in scripture.
In the Valuegenesis 1 research (Dudley, 1992), most of
the significant family effectiveness factors that correlated
with a living faith in God and a loyal commitment
to the Church related to the very things identified in
Deuteronomy 6. These included family worship and
parental communication with their children on religious
topics. This happens in only a minority of homes. How
miraculous that we still benefit so much in spite of our
weak application of God’s instruction!
One of the papers towards the back of this book
mentions Bull and Lockhart’s revolving door model (Bull
& Lockhart, 2007). Swenson’s chapter focuses on the

third part of the revolving door—the transformers. I will
address different elements of this model.
Bull & Lockhart present three stages in which
Americans join, develop, and then leave the Seventh-day
Adventist Church. Sociology, economics, and education
all play roles in this dynamic flow. Those who enter
tend to be from the lower economic classes—blue-collar
workers. These are the first generation Adventists. The
Adventist lifestyle emphasizes personal health, responsible
living, and financial ordering. The promotion of
Adventist education reinforces this lifestyle. Converts
become better off financially and exchange their socioeconomic marginality for religious marginality, since
Adventism isn’t considered a major religion in America.
The children of converts grow up in Adventism and
experience full immersion, complete with Adventist
education and full participation in the Adventist lifestyle
and activities. They often become church employees,
whether it’s pastoring a church or teaching at an Adventist
school. Economically they are middle class. Socially,
they have become the core of the Adventist subculture,
although they may not interface much with those
outside of Adventism. Educationally, they have probably
completed college, and maybe even some graduate school.
This generation isn’t entering the church (revolving
door) like their parents; nor are they leaving the church
(revolving door) like their children are apt to do. They
are squarely in the church and maintain it. For Bull &
Lockhart, these comprise the second generation.
But the grandchildren of the converts, the third
generation, are the ones most apt to leave the church
(revolving door). Growing up as middle class Americans
with plenty of education, they often become physicians
or attorneys or other types of educated professionals who
find employment outside of the Adventist denomination.
Economically, they move from middle class to upper
17
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middle class. Socially, they live outside of the Adventist
bubble more than they live inside of it. This contributes
to their exit from the church. They may still consider
themselves to be Adventist, but their practice might not
be considered orthodox. They are no longer marginalized
socially because of the religion they hardly practice,
nor are they marginalized economically because they
are middle to upper middle class. They are highly
educated, thanks to their Adventist background. They
have achieved the American dream, and the Adventist
Church helped them get there.

In this section, we will continue these additional
topics:
k The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
k The Way We Never Were
k Hand Me Down Religion
k Moving In (Immigration)
k What About the First Generation?

Bull & Lockhart, as historians, provide a perspective
that includes many contributing elements besides merely
staying in church or dropping out. With our topic
of second and third generations, their model deserves
recognition and reason to pause.

Dudley, R. L. (1992). Valuegenesis: Faith in the balance. Riverside,
CA: La Sierra Univerisity Press.
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The God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob

C

an we count on God to never change? Will
he be consistent across generations?

The Old Testament reference to “the God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (Ex 3:6) lends
support to such a hope. It seems that Abram/Abraham
responded to God’s promise to make of him a great nation
and to provide a new land for him and that nation. (Gen
12:1-4). How did that work for the second and third
generations?
The Bible records a fair amount regarding Abraham.
The constant pressure point seemed to be the lack of the
promised son. Abraham took things into his own hands
and fathered Ismael. By the time Sarah gave birth, God
named him “Laughter” (Isaac). Apparently the joke was
on Abraham and Sarah. The call Abraham received to go
sacrifice his one and only son has no other parallel, except
for God sacrificing his one and only Son. Abraham’s faith
grew in spite of setbacks and failures, such as lying about
his relationship to his wife (say “sister”) to area leaders
(twice) after relocating during famines.
We know much less about Isaac. He submitted to
his father on Mount Moriah, and copied his father’s way
when it came to lying about his wife (say “sister” again).
While his wife also suffered from being childless, the
wait didn’t seem as long. With twins, the “great nation”
doubled in size compared to Sarah giving birth to just
one. But twins carried their own set of challenges. Isaac
favored the elder while Rebekah chose the younger son.
Surely the family dynamics couldn’t be considered ideal
or admirable! Despite God’s announcement at their birth
that the older would serve the younger, Isaac chose to
give the birthright blessing to Esau rather than to Jacob.
Deception and lying stand out as common character
flaws in these “people of the covenant.”

We know more about Jacob than about Isaac.
When running for his life from Esau, Jacob received
the favorable dream of the ladder with angels moving
between heaven and earth, connecting Jacob to God. In
his dream, Jacob heard God say, “I am the LORD, the
God of your grandfather Abraham and the God of your
father Isaac” (Gen 28:13 NLT). When he awoke, Jacob
said in amazement, “Surely the LORD is in this place,
and I wasn’t even aware of it” (Gen 28:16 NLT). Jacob
offered God a deal for a covenant, something neither Isaac
nor Abraham had been brash enough to suggest. Jacob
promised a tithe, something his grandfather had done.
The nation seemed to grow exponentially with Jacob,
although his wife of choice remained barren for years.
Jacob’s first son dishonored Jacob’s marriage bed. Sons
two and three massacred all the men in the town where
Shechem lived, then led their brothers in plundering what
remained. Jacob’s fourth son orchestrated the selling of
Joseph into slavery. You wouldn’t see Jacob’s clan on a
poster for family ministry! Yet Jacob wrestled with God
all night and clung to him for a blessing. God changed his
name, just like he had done with Abram. Jacob favored
Joseph, to everyone’s detriment. He periodically erected
altars to worship Yahweh, as Abraham had done.
How do the second and third generation relate to
the first?
What are we to make of the similarities and differences
of these three patriarchs and their God? Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob offer one problematic story after another. The
moments of goodness stand out compared to the more
consistent messiness of their lives. The God of Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob is the hero, not the patriarchs. They did
well to stick with the God who stuck with them! But
don’t candy-coat these early fathers of “faith.” When
troubled by poor choices and despicable actions your
children might make, remember the God who stuck with
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob!
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Can we count on God to never change? In one sense,
“Yes.” But in another sense, “No.” God consistently
stayed with his people—Yes! But notice how he changed
to meet the uniqueness of each situation.
Looking to Scripture, we read of God (Elohim) in
the very first verse of the Bible (Gen 1:1). Continuing in
the rest of Genesis, we discover names unique to specific
situations and needs. God called himself “El Shaddai”
– the Almighty God when he changed Abraham’s name
(Gen 17:1). Abraham labeled the place where he almost
sacrificed his son “Yahweh Yir’eh” – the LORD will
provide (Gen 22:14). Hagar found God to be “El-Roi”
– the God who sees me (Gen 16:13). Jacob named the
spot of his heavenly vision of a ladder connecting him
to heaven as “Bethel” – the house of God (Gen 28:19).
Following Esau’s kind reception on Jacob’s return to his
homeland, Jacob named the place “El-Elohe-Israel” – God,
the God of Israel (Gen 33:20). And when Jacob led his
family in recommitment at Bethel, he named the altar
“El-bethel” – the God of Bethel (Gen 35:7).
In the second book of the Bible, God appeared
to Moses as the “God of your ancestors—the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex
3:6). The interchange between God and Moses included
this same label three times in the chapter (Ex 3:6, 15,
16). But this didn’t seem to be enough for Moses. So
God revealed his name as “I am that I am” and also as
“Yahweh” – LORD (Ex 3:14, 15).
Other names for God abound in the Old Testament.
For example, right after Elijah went to heaven in a fiery
chariot, Elisha struck the Jordan River with Elijah’s
cloak and asked, “Where is Yahweh, the God of Elijah?”
(2 Kings 2:14). The Aramean generals assumed that
Yahweh was the god of the hills, but not the plains (1
Kings 20:23). But Yahweh provided a miraculous victory
to demonstrate that he was Yahweh and Lord of all. The
challenge when the people felt drawn by many gods was
to place all of their worship into the one basket named
“Yahweh.” The first commandment calls for such focused
commitment (Ex 20:2-3).
A consistent pattern emerges. God changes, and
changes dramatically, to meet the need for a given
situation. Just as a chef has a variety of knives and not
just one, so God has many options at his disposal. What
changes is how, when, where, and why God acts. What
stays constant is that God is always there. But don’t
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make predictions on the exact manner or time God will
operate. Expect the unexpected!
The New Testament begins with a new name for
God. The “Son of Abraham” and “Son of David” receives
the name “Jesus (Joshua – the LORD saves) because he
will save his people from their sins” (Mt 1:21 NLT).
This Jewish target audience received quite a different
presentation compared to the “God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob.” The Gospel of John begins with the Greek
cultural label of “the Word” and then claims, “the
Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14
NRSV). A more recent rendering of the verse reads,
“The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the
neighborhood” (John 1:14 MSG).
Changes like this can threaten some who cling to
categorical statements like, “I am the LORD, I change
not (Mal 3:6 KJV) as well as the New Testament version,
“Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever”
(Heb 13:8 NKJV). “God never changes!" people insist.
Indeed! But our understanding of God does change.
This remains true for individuals who mature as well as
for groups of people over time

For Individuals
The young child who grows up hearing Bible stories
from parents develops a young theology regarding
God. This could be supplemented with Sabbath School
teachers, My Bible Friends, Uncle Arthur’s The Bible Story,
Vegetales, and even hearing stories from missionaries.
The vivid imagination, gullibility, and inaccurate thinking
of young children can lead them to easily accept or
deny God based on the input they receive from trusted
authority figures (Case, 1996).
But that gets shed as the child matures to concrete
thinking. Now “what is real” depends on what a person
has experienced. Bible stories become ancient legends
in need of a fresh experience. Few will verbalize this,
but their brains no longer believe childish stories of the
supernatural. They think like Gideon when called to lead
Israel, “Where are all the miracles our ancestors told us
about?” (Judg 6:13 NLT).
By adolescence, they have the opportunity to
choose God for themselves, through a process of faith
development. As God becomes personal, they place
increased trust in him. If God isn’t personal, he will
remain a detached entity. Without a personal God,

Generational Faith: Change and Consistency Across Generations

church activity means little more than “going through the
motions” or just another chance to socialize with friends.
When God is personal, church becomes communal
fellowship and worship of the living Trinity

For Groups
In Bible times, God’s people went into slavery in
Egypt. After 400 years of slavery (not much written about
this time span in scripture), their exodus became a story
for the ages. How could one not trust God after that?
Well, they continued to fail test after test. Eventually
they made it into the Promised Land of Canaan. But
the rest of the Old Testament recounts generational ups
and downs rather than a steady improvement or growth
in faith. Pick a judge, a prophet, or a king. How did
God’s people and their understanding of Him fare during
their lifetimes?
The New Testament begins with God’s people
occupied by the Romans and yet claiming to have
never been in captivity (John 8:32). Evidently they had
forgotten about both Egypt and Babylon and lived in
denial of Roman occupation. Their understanding of
God led them to murder Jesus, and then to get him off the
cross so they wouldn’t break the Sabbath (John 19:31-33).
The early church experienced astounding miracles,
yet faced tremendous conflict regarding whether or not
new Christians should go through Jewish rituals as the
pathway to following Jesus (Acts 11:1-18; 15:1-31; Gal
2:1-10; 3:1-7). When the early church grew weary of

Christ’s apparent delay in his “soon return,” God (through John)
gave them a fresh revelation of Jesus Christ. In it, we see God’s
people with specialized messages given to each church (Rev 2-3).
Once again, Jesus appeared with personalized instruction and
promises to those who overcome.
The early Seventh-day Adventist Church went through
major changes in its beliefs. Start with the anticipated Second
Coming of Christ on October 22, 1844. When that didn’t
happen, they moved to a “shut door theory,” surmising that any
who hadn’t been part of their misunderstanding wouldn’t go to
heaven when Christ finally did come. Eventually that ended,
much like Gentiles being barred from the early church. Another
new development for the Adventists following 1844 was the
discovery of the Sabbath from the Seventh-day Baptists. Later,
acceptance of the Trinity replaced Arianism. Healthful living and
educational systems followed. More recently, members voted a
new doctrine (2005). Currently the theology of ordination is
under study (again). With the growth in the church in the third
world, change surely will continue.
We can’t say individuals or groups always get better and
better, forever improving. That sounds more like heaven. But
we can know with confidence that the God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob constantly changes to meet every person in every
situation. Identify with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, but keep
your focus on God!
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The Way We
Never Were

"W

hen I was a kid, everyone
went to church and arrived on
time. The sermon always hit the
spot and the choir sang a special
number each week. People got along just fine We served
food for the homeless each month, and children knew
they should be seen and not heard. Those were the days!”

from their own lifetime what the historian says. Some
documents could be supportive, but those can be
misused or misunderstood. Yet what the historian says
(or writes) becomes historical facts. When it comes to
writing about wars, the winners get to write the history.
Not surprisingly, the winners seem to be the good guys
while the losers were the bad guys.

“Well, when I was a kid, church attendance increased
each year until we had to go to two services, and even
then we had to add chairs in the aisles. We always had
organ and piano accompaniment with our hymns. I can’t
recall a time when church offerings didn’t exceeded our
goal, and the community service retirees never argued
or fought.”

When high school or college friends reunite after
years of separation, reminiscing about “the good ol’
days” can easily slip into gross exaggerations. It takes
very little to spice up a story, and each time it gets retold,
it seems to become even better! The same holds true
when describing how terrible things were at one time.
My generation made fun of stories our parents told of
having to walk both to and from school, in the snow,
uphill both directions!

“These days, only a few go to church each week,
and even fewer make it on time. People leave quickly
rather than sticking around for fellowship. The music
is sacrilegious! They use instruments you would find
in a nightclub! That only drives God and other church
members away. The young people keep demanding that
everything has to be the way they want it or they will
leave. And our church leaders give them what they want.
But they still don’t attend very often.”
“In my church, attendance keeps dwindling, with
only old people present. I expect that within 10 years
the last one will die and somebody will just lock the
church and walk away. They always ask for money and
we never have enough. As a result, we don’t do anything
as a church except for the weekly, or should I say, weakly
church service. A visitor would call this the resting place
of the dead God rather than the house of the living God.”
These imaginary statements could resemble what
some people say, regardless of whether or not they are
true. Historians recount stories from the past. When
they go back far enough, nobody alive today can verify

I know some people who tell incredible stories, and
they truly are incredible (lacking credibility). It seems
like they want their story to be so good that they will
stretch the truth or make up things just to increase the
story’s impact. They would deny lying, and they actually
believe the story they fabricate. As one of my friends
playfully told me, “Never let the facts ruin a good story.”
When I hear people recount stories that go beyond
what seems likely, I call that “selective memory.” They
remember only certain elements; then they create the
rest to flesh out their story. It usually makes for a better
story, even if it isn’t true.
The more we tell such stories, the more truthful
they seem to us, even if they never happened. Stephanie
Coontz challenged some of the images American families
have of problem-free, forever happy families with ideal
husband and wife and two cooperative children (firstborn male and second-born female). Based on extensive
research on what actually happened during those blissful
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1950s, Coontz found that the image proved to be little
more than a mirage. That’s why she titled her book The
Way We Never Were (Coontz, 1992).
Perhaps we do a similar thing when we tell the stories
of our childhood and the memories we have from those
pleasant days. But childhood memories can also be
inaccurate. Happy memories may bring a smile to your
face, or they could torment you because you aren’t able to
create that same type of memory for your own children.
The image you have of other families who attend your
church probably aren’t any more accurate than the image
you portray with your family.
The next time somebody plagues you by referencing
“the good ol’ days,” direct them to Otto Bettmann’s book
The Good Old Days—They Were Terrible! (Bettmann,
1974). Bettmann used old photographs to show “the
rest of the story.” For example, horseback riding can
create traffic jams much like cars and trucks do today.
But horses also leave behind waste that cars don’t. You
won’t want to use your imagination too much or you’ll
soon plug your nose. City life had challenges with
garbage, pollution, noise, crime, crooked cops, terrible
mortgage foreclosures, corporate greed at the expense
of workers, plus an inordinate amount of beggars and
tramps. Country life had its own challenges just to get
clean water and grow enough food to be self-sustaining.
With no electricity and probably no plumbing, plus the
need to work the fields from sun up to sundown, leisure
activities rarely made it on the punch list, nor did personal
hygiene. Those were “the good ol’ days”!
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When we use our selective memory, we tell only
part of the story. It can leave us wondering why our
current families and congregations don’t measure up to
our memories of the past. How could they? They are
incomplete and inaccurate.
Bible stories sometimes contain embarrassing
elements. Thank God! We can relate to the inconsistencies,
lame excuses, poor track records, and the bad mistakes
people made in bible times. God is still good. He
continues to forgive. He gives us his Spirit so we don’t
have to stay in the terrible rut. He forgives again.
Beware of expecting to replicate “the way we were.”
In reality, a better term for it could be, “the way we
never were”!
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Hand Me
Down Religion

D

id you ever receive “hand me downs” when
you were a kid? Maybe an older sibling had
outgrown some clothes and your parents
quickly saw that they weren’t completely
worn out; therefore you got them as “new to you.” But
they weren’t new. In fact, they had already been through
the family washing machine numerous times. After
repeated “shopping sprees” like this, you learned that you
should give input to your older sibling’s future clothing
purchases. You recognized your vested interest.
I have three sisters and no brothers. As the only boy
among the children, I observed the “hand me down”
process from a safe distance. With three girls, my parents
knew they should buy sturdy clothes. After all, the clothes
had to last through three girls! Although there were times
I wished I had an older brother, “hand me down” time
was not one of those moments.
But hand me downs don’t have to be inferior. I have
only one child—a daughter. I remember when a family
that certainly had more wealth than ours paid a visit to
give us some of the clothes the girl in that family had
outgrown. Her mother wanted her to come and visit the
little girl who would be receiving her gift. That mother
wanted to instill in her daughter a spirit of giving. The
clothes my daughter received were much nicer than what
we could afford. I wondered if this was what homeless
people feel like when middle class families donate clothing
to them. I didn’t feel like a beggar. I appreciated receiving
the gift. Hand me downs can be better than what we
would have on our own.
Because my daughter is an only child, she has given
some of her used clothing to others. At times she surprises
me with her choice in what she donates and what she
keeps. This has given her an opportunity to regularly
give to others, and to mature in her decision-making
skills. She’s a young adult now, so she makes most of

her own choices in all areas, not just clothing. She picks
out clothing for me, which I certainly don’t consider to
be hand me downs.
I systematically give away portions of my clothing to
various charitable organizations. I also purchase clothing
from some of those same entities. I typically do this in
anticipation of a short-term mission trip in which I don’t
want to worry about what happens to my clothing during
the mission trip, and I don’t want to bring it back home
after the mission trip. Like so many people, I’m happy
to give away what I don’t want for myself.
Hand me downs come from all sorts of motives,
such as:
•

Gift – something I value and hope you will find
to be valuable as well

•

Power – I have more than you do, so I (rich one)
give it to you (poor one)

•

Sustainability – this still has some usefulness,
so put it to use

•

Better than trash – I was going to throw it away,
but maybe you’re better than the trash

•

Excess – I don’t have room for all of my stuff, so
you can have what’s least valuable to me

•

Brownie points – Let everyone know I’m a
generous person—I give away some of my stuff

•

Duty – somebody told me that I ought to do this

•

Manipulation – since I gave you some of my
stuff, why don’t you give me some of yours?
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•

Need – you have a need that I can supply

•

Good vibes – I feel better when I give away stuff,
so please take this so I can feel good

I’m sure there are additional motivations. Perhaps
we mix several of these together when we give hand me
downs. But hand me downs often come with a sense of
being used or inferior. Instead of shopping for something,
somebody already shopped for you. And then they used
it before they gave it to you. The receiver often can’t
demonstrate enough gratitude because there simply isn’t
much gratitude to exhibit.
What happens when you translate the analogy from
clothing or other “stuff” to religion? How receptive are
people to “hand me down religion”? That probably
depends on how valuable it is—to the giver as well as
to the receiver. The motives also come into play. The
receiver may wonder, “Why are you giving this to me?”
It forces the question, “Do I really want this?” or “What
am I supposed to do with it?”
When David went to fight the giant, Goliath, Saul
gave him the best helmet, sword and shield in the land
(1 Sam 17:38-39). But had David gone into the battle
with those, he certainly would have lost. Instead, he
went with a slingshot and five smooth stones. Maybe
we should encourage the next generation to continue
on the path we’ve already set them on. David learned
how to use his slingshot while serving in his family as
a shepherd. Instead of handing down something that
doesn’t fit, we would do far better if we aided the next
generation to find their own spirituality.
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In the Western World today, we expect that
adolescents will need time and experiences to forge
their identity. This can be terrifying! But failure to go
through the process usually results in an external religion
at best, with an immature or dwarfed internal religion.
Young adulthood has lengthened that journey for many.
Extended education, a terrible job market, and pampering
our kids further complicate this transition. One way
to demonstrate a new and different identity from the
previous generation would be to reject, ignore, or fade
from the religion of that generation. Indeed, many in
the second generation have done so.
Worship styles, musical taste, what one wears, plus
when and where church meets for worship are all avenues
young adults prefer to shop for their own choices rather
than accept hand me downs from their parents. When
people asked Jesus why his disciples didn’t do things in
the traditional ways, Jesus told them, “No one puts new
wine into old wineskins. For the wine would burst the
wineskins, and the wine and skins would both be lost.
New wine calls for new wineskins” (Mark 2:22, NLT).
Wouldn’t both generations lose what’s valuable to them
if we forced them to exhibit a hand me down religion?
Childhood is the time to hand down one’s religion.
Parents and other adults should provide that emphasis at
that time. Youth and young adulthood should be the time
the older generation comes alongside them as they search
for a brand new wardrobe. Maybe the first generation
could assist the second generation in sewing the best
fabrics for a custom-made fit. Hand me downs don’t
do justice for something as important as one’s religion.

Moving In
(Immigration)

M

ost people of the first generation who
immigrate to another country do so
because of the second generation. They
believe that life will be better for their
children, that they will have more opportunities. Any
generation that undertakes immigration knows that they
will likely suffer more; but their children will benefit in
the long run.
The first generation leaves the comfort and familiarity
of home. They can be fairly certain they will lose prestige,
power, influence, and status. Work will be hard—most
likely long hours of manual labor. Pay will be low and the
bulk of it may need to go back to the mother country for
other family members. When language differences come
into play, the downward turn goes deeper. The cost itself
puts one into a financial hole that may plunge a family
into poverty for a generation or more. Uncertainties
abound, such as prejudice, job availability, housing, and
time needed to develop functional language skills. For
those who immigrate illegally, the possibility of getting
caught, punished, and having to start over creates
constant stress. Illegal entry also carries a hefty price tag,
and may include modern forms of slavery.
Why does the first generation do this? Some take
the long view and expect/hope that their children will
benefit. Others immigrate on the spur of the moment,
maybe receiving word that a job based on a family
reference is available if they can arrive within 48 hours.
They might depart immediately and send for the family
later. Proper documentation isn’t likely in such a short
time span. But they go.
It should come as no surprise that many who
immigrate immediately settle among their own people
group. The cumulative collection of change is more
manageable in such a setting. Language, food, friendship,
a shared dream and journey, and security make this a

natural and wise choice. In times of radical change,
religion can be a bastion of stability, provided it hasn’t
changed. Pastors of immigrant churches often function
more like immigration agents than clergy. They assist
with housing, job placement, connecting with other
people, finances, transportation, and paperwork. They
may also serve as translators and references. When it
comes time for church, they are to oversee a worship
service reminiscent of the homeland.
These generalizations apply to Hispanics, Asians,
Caribbeans, Eastern Europeans, and Africans. Those
are broad swaths, and multiple possibilities exist within
such large areas. Hispanics from Mexico certainly differ
compared to those from Cuba or those from Peru or
Brazil. Koreans differ from Japanese, and do we dare
put Islanders such as Filipinos in the broad, Asian group?
Where should we place Indians or Pakistanis? How
do Romanians differ from Poles or Russians or Serbs?
In spite of major differences, immigrating to another
country does thrust these disparate groups into some
commonalities. One of these is the belief or hope that
things will be better; and if not for the first generation,
at least for the second or third generation.
This major investment by the first generation on
behalf of the second generation often backfires. While
the first generation feels magnetized to the miniature
homeland, the second generation gets thrust into the
new country and culture via the school system. This
takes vast amounts of time and provides an immersion
experience for the young people, who characteristically
prove to be more adaptable than the adults in the first
generation. As a result, the second generation ends up
leading the first generation in the new culture. In places
where the mother culture dominates, the first generation
maintains its leading role. Immigrant churches typically
retain the mother culture. Second and third generation
young people who attend these churches step back into
their childhood when they go to the immigrant church.
They may feel like they have plunged into hyperspace
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and instantly worship in what seems like the mother
country. Either way, they feel retarded or incompetent,
the same way the first generation feels outside of their
familiar worship setting.
There is no need to further explain what several of the
Hispanic papers in the second half of this book convey
(see papers by Mercado, Norton, Paquini, and Flores; see
paper by Beccai for similar insights from a Ghanaian).
These writers provide helpful insights regarding the
dynamics and challenges. I will add other ones here.
When second and third generation immigrants fail
to fall into line, especially at church, it sends several
messages. First of all, they have rejected their mother
culture. Secondly, they have rejected God (as expressed in
the immigrant church). Thirdly, they have demonstrated
outright disrespect and ingratitude to the very people who
sacrificed to give them greater opportunities. When the
first generation immigrated, it wasn’t for this purpose.
But the second and third generations don’t see progress
if they stay within the limited confines of the miniature
culture.
What a dilemma! If the second and third generations
stay with the first generation, they will not fulfill
the first generation’s dream of their advancement. If
they do advance, they will leave the first generation
behind. Hence the tension and living between two
worlds, especially for the second generation. The third
generation, for all intents and purposes, has left. It will
come for the potlucks!
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In the 17th and 18th centuries, a number of
Western Europeans immigrated to the New World
(what is now the United States). Many of them did so
because of religious persecution. Ironically, they ended
up persecuting their second and third generations after
they settled in this New World. But their motivation
to immigrate came from spiritual roots. That’s not why
most people immigrate to the United States now. (One
exception might be Korean Adventists, who state that
avoiding military conscription as well as the 6-day school
week sparks their immigration. Getting in to Loma Linda
medical school could be another one!)
Perhaps the dominant reason people immigrate
to the United States today is for the hope and dream
that individuals can have the choice, opportunity, and
power to become whatever they want to be. On a more
mundane level, many see America as the place anyone
can achieve material success, even though secularism
dominates the current culture. How many people do
you know who have immigrated to America for spiritual
reasons? A few come to America to evangelize because
they see this as the current mission field.
Immigrants to Western countries these days rarely
chose to immigrate for spiritual reasons. Motivations
could be materialistic, family advancement, escaping a
bad situation, or some combination of multiple factors.
When the primary motivations to immigrate are not
spiritual, the first generation shouldn’t be surprised when
the second and third generations don’t place God as their
first priority. Their parents haven’t, so why should the
next generation do so?

What About the
First Generation?

T

he first generation began as the good guys?
How did they come to be the problem for
the second and third generations? Are they
clueless? Mean? Stubbornly intransient?
Wrong? Domineering?
In order to have a second and even a third generation,
the first generation will have aged. Western cultures
lack respect for elders. With productivity as the god,
old people simply don’t rate very high. Wisdom doesn’t
matter when you can simply “Google” whatever you
need to know. To be kind (and yet crass), put the first
generation into an old folks home and let them do crafts
until they croak! Few will say it so bluntly, but their
actions communicate it.
Contrast that to the biblical admonition, “Show
respect to old people; stand up in their presence. Show
respect also to your God. I am the LORD” (Lev 19:32,
NCV). One of Solomon’s proverbs reminds us, “Gray
hair is a glorious crown worn by those who have lived
right” (Prov 16:31 TEV).
Change describes young people. Growth spurts,
radically new hair styles or hair colors, changing clothing
styles, likes and dislikes, romantic crushes, temporary
jobs, college majors, job hopping, church hopping,
friends dropping in and out of their lives, temporary
addresses, fluctuation in causes and commitments, multitasking, physical workouts. Change in society usually
begins with young people.
Consistency describes old people. Beliefs, rituals,
traditions, patterns, the same hair styles, the same clothing
styles, the same car, predictable likes and dislikes, longterm commitments, love, church attendance, friends,
naps, repeating stories, focus, routines. You can count
on old people to be consistent.

Both young people and old people fail to keep in
mind two basic realities:
1. Old people were young at one time
2. Young people will become old
It may seem obvious, but it needs to be said, and
understood, and appreciated.
Ask old people to tell stories about when they
were young. Yes, they will demonstrate their “selective
memory” but their stories can be helpful and instructive
to those who are younger, in addition to fostering the
relationship between the generations. Honor the pioneers
and appreciate the vision and dreams they followed. If
it weren’t for them, you wouldn’t have the head start
that you do!
Ask young people to share their dreams as well. Don’t
dampen them. By not knowing yet what they can’t do,
they might just go ahead and do it! Fan the flames of
optimism, hope, risk, and possibilities. Then turn to
prayer for divine power. Encourage skill development,
but also faith reliance.
One religious educator termed the older years of
the lifespan as a time in which faith can become resolute
(Gillespie, 1988). “Resolute” could be a euphemistic way
of saying, “Stuck.” But why would someone want to
change what they have found works for them? After years
of trial and error, why go back to experimenting when you
have already the tested answer? In this sense, “resolute”
has more to do with certainty than stubbornness.
The first generation has lived long enough to observe
cycles. They know that fads come and go, and worthwhile
things cycle through being hip and then not hip, and
then hip again. They aren’t wowed by new songs. They
don’t feel compelled to change the style of worship each
week. Just because someone complained of boredom
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doesn’t mean the worship service must change. Maybe
the individual needs to change. The worship service seems
to be fine. They won’t “sell the farm” on a whim. In fact,
now they aren’t likely to sell the farm at all.
The first generation probably has a greater loyalty
to the church than the second and third generations
combined. One way this shows is through regular church
attendance and even church board attendance. They
show up! They are present. They do this week after week;
month after month, even year after year. The second and
third generations don’t have time for boring meetings. As
a result, they don’t set the agenda for the church. And
then they complain when it’s not what they want.
Don’t expect the first generation to simply hand over
the reigns to the second or third generation. It means too
much to them to give it away so glibly. Besides, how do
they know the next generation will stick with it, giving
it the respect, dignity, and value commensurate with the
first generation’s investment? Successive generations must
put in the time, side by side, with the first generation in
order to take the leadership without a battle and a war.
The value from the mentoring and the short cuts gleaned
from their years of experience could save the second
and third generations decades of mistakes. It can also
bond them to the Body of Christ rather than relying on
sociologically comfortable, like-minded people groups.
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The easy copout would be to separate the second
and third generations from the first generation, and let
each follow its own path. But if you divorce the first
generation from the second one, the second generation
then becomes its own first generation.
Likewise, segregating the second and third generations
from the first generation leaves the first generation alone.
With no second or third generation, the first generation
becomes terminal rather than renewed.
“Now all of you together are Christ’s body, and each
one of you is a separate and necessary part of it. If one
part suffers, all the parts suffer with it, and if one part is
honored, all the parts are glad” (1 Cor 12:27, 26 NLT).
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An Overview of the
Papers Presented at the
180° Symposium

P

rior to the 180° Symposium, 13 youth and young adult ministry professionals submitted papers. By reading this in advance, participants could respond to those papers.
Following are edited versions of these papers.

These include a philosophical view of culture and Torah, young adults reflecting on
their own faith journeys with suggestions on what to retain and what to change, parental and
pastoral views of passing on the faith, Hispanic perspectives on a specific church, also a city,
and all of North America. You will also read about African immigration to Europe as well as
worship styles, commitment to scripture and truth, plus the crisis each generation faces when
it comes to dealing with God and religion.
Don’t expect to agree with everything you read, but let it spark your own response to this
topic. Put yourself in the revolving door model drawn from Bull and Lockhart. Answer the
question, “Is the church one generation from extinction?” with your own reply.
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Some Thoughts on
God and Culture:

Divine Worldview, Torah as a
Philosophy of Life, and the Possibility
of Transforming Culture
Tiago Arrais
Andrews University Graduate Student

Abstract
While many seek to make God and Church relevant to a multiplicity of current cultures, the God
of Scripture presents a Divine worldview that can function as a timeless philosophy. This enables one to
evaluate secular cultures as evil. In Old Testament times, God’s people repeatedly opted for the cultures
around them in place of the worldview God offered. In New Testament times, the same Divine worldview
is available to the Church. Christian leaders and parents must actively teach the Divine worldview or
else the 2nd and 3rd generations will assimilate the evil cultures of their environment.

Introduction

C

ould Scripture provide any insight when facing
the “modern” task of reaching the 2nd and 3rd
generation? Indeed! Throughout Israelite history God constantly interacted with 2nd and
3rd and 4th and 5th generations of “new believers.” As
Deuteronomy 7:9 (NASB) states, “Know therefore that
the Lord your God, He is God, who keeps His covenant
and His lovingkindness to a thousandth generation with
those who love Him and keep His commandments.” God
does not only respond to new generations of believers
because of the natural reason of their birth, but more
importantly, because He is bound by His covenant to
remain faithful to His people throughout history. We
have much to learn from the God who remains faithful
and relevant to all generations throughout time.

Some Definitions
Since this chapter deals with the reality of God and
culture, a brief definition of worldview and culture is
imperative. Worldview in this chapter will be understood

as the framework of ideas and beliefs through which an
individual interprets God, the world, and humanity.
In regard to culture, Kevin J. Vanhoozer, writing on
the relationship between God and culture, provides a
possible definition of culture: “Culture is the world of
human meaning, the sum total of a people’s works that
express in objective form their highest beliefs, values,
and hopes” (Vanhoozer, 1993, p. 9). What we see in
culture is the “objective” outcome of particular ideas
and beliefs, namely, a particular worldview. Culture is
not something in itself, it is the visible manifestation of
a particular worldview.

God and Culture: Evil or Good?
Even though the culture in which each individual
grows up is an inevitable part of who that person is, it
does not mean that culture is inherently good. Even
secular scholars evaluate that “culture is evil as well as
good because we, the human beings who constitute it,
are evil as well as good” (Rogers, 1989, p. 242). Cultural
diversity can emphasize the beauty of human uniqueness,
yet it is still foundationally sinful. Scripture is not merely
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a compendium of the different spiritual experiences/
stories God’s people had in their different cultures that
could serve as inspiration for the existential struggles of
modern society. Several theologians have advocated such
a perspective in the past (see Dunn, 2003, p. 19). For
these scholars, there is no Divine worldview (framework
of ideas) seen in distinction from the cultural framework
(objective expression of worldview) of the time.
In contrast, the inspired text of Scripture, written
within particular cultures, testifies to one “higher
worldview” communicated by God to man through
Divine revelation. From Adam and Eve in Genesis to the
prophetic remnant church of Revelation, this revealed
worldview provokes humanity to live with such a point
of reference, which radically differs from the governing
worldview and culture of one’s time.
For David Naugle, “Worldview has served a
hermeneutic purpose in the church by helping believers
understand the cosmic dimensions and all-encompassing
implications of biblical revelation” (Naugle, 2002, p.
xv). Culture itself is the visible outcome of particular
worldviews. To address culture is to address worldview.
Roman Catholics understand this, “Given that culture
is the history-shaping outcome of humanity’s native
philosophical and religious impulse, in order to alter
human experience for the better, a radical transformation
must take place at the cultural level and in the set of basic
ideas that make it up” (Naugle, 2002, p. 42). Roman
Catholics know that to change culture, a change needs
to take place at the fundamental level of ideas that
ultimately shape culture itself. Knowing that culture is
inherently evil, in the pages of Scripture God primarily
confronts humanity with a different worldview—with
ideas that carry the potential to change culture.

God and Culture: Some Biblical Examples
Scripture provides several examples regarding how
God’s revelation/worldview affects particular generations.
An early example is the narrative of Noah. Noah gained
favor in the eyes of God because of his righteousness
“in this [his] generation” (Gen 7:1 NKJV), that is, by
living life within a Divine worldview amidst a generation
that rejected it. In contrast, part of the greatest failures
recorded in Scripture had to do with an apparent
disregard toward the revealed Divine worldview, which
led God’s people into assimilation with the worldview/
culture of the time. While God attempted to give
mankind a time of probation before sending the flood
34

(Gen 6:3), humanity continued to act in a downward
spiral of corruption and bloodshed. The Bible indicates
that God’s Spirit would not “strive” (Heb. yadon) with
mankind forever, and a window of 120 years was given
for repentance to acknowledge a “higher worldview” that
leads to humility before God. The people of that time
rejected this opportunity, which led God to “destroy”
(Hebrew shachath) the world which humanity had
“corrupted” (same Hebrew word shachath).
After the Flood, the Divine imperative was “to fill
the earth” as indicated by Genesis 9:1 (Mathews, 1996).
Yet the people “settled” in one specific place to develop
one specific culture at the Tower of Babel. They had
“one language and one speech” (Genesis 11:1), contrary
to the worldview God had revealed. The construction of
the Tower of Babel makes visible their departure from
God’s revelation.
Additional examples of rejecting God’s revealed
worldview and Israel’s departure from it include the
golden calf at Mount Sinai (Exodus 32) and later, king
Jeroboam’s introduction of counterfeit worship in Israel
with golden calves in Bethel and Dan (1 Kings 12:2530). Such actions led Israel into exile. By the time Christ
appeared, the Jewish nation as a whole, including the
religious leaders and Christ’s own disciples, expected the
Messiah to establish a kingdom like the prevailing culture
rather than the type Jesus attempted to inaugurate. The
rejection of the divine revelation of the divine worldview
results in the assimilation of the sinful worldview and
culture of one’s time. This summarizes the basic reality
that creates the tension of God and culture.
God desires his culture and worldview to be
concrete—real and tangible. The Old Testament
prophets addressed this. Christ’s kingdom described this
in preaching and teaching and demonstrated it in actions
and miracles. When analyzing the Hebrew and Greek of
the biblical concept of “Kingdom” Ladd wrote, “When
the word refers to God’s kingdom, it always refers to His
reign, His rule, His sovereignty, and not to the realm in
which it is exercised” (Ladd, 1959, p. 20). At its most
foundational level, the Kingdom now is not primarily
about geography, but about living life on earth under the
worldview of God’s rule. Such a life places God as the
ruler of this world, and still “gives to Caesar the things
that belong to Caesar” (Matt 22:21). This is the biblical
tension: to have a radical Divine worldview while living
in a world with a different worldview demonstrated in
visible culture.

Generational Faith: Change and Consistency Across Generations

When it comes to reaching 2nd and 3rd generation
young adults, the problem is not culture itself, but the
worldview that develops culture. This gives primacy to
understand the Divine worldview as revealed in Scripture
and engage youth to creatively remain faithful to it in
their particular cultural framework. This foundational
approach provides a solid base compared to wrestling
with any and every culture and subculture possible today.
Israel was given the privilege to mature within a unique
worldview informed by revelation while immersed in a
variety of various cultures in their history. These various
cultures that came and went were secondary to the
worldview revealed by God and recorded in Scripture.

God and Culture: Torah as Philosophy of Life
The giving of Torah to Israel exemplifies the way
God attempted to introduce worldview to His people
throughout time. Torah encompasses much more than
the term “Law,” for it is considered “the way” and “the
instruction” and “the teaching” and acts in Scripture as
a philosophy of life. Abraham Joshua Heschel contrasts
the philosophy found in Torah from the philosophy
found with the Greeks: “To the philosopher the idea of
the good is the most exalted idea. But to the Bible the
idea of the good is penultimate…things created in six
days He considered good, the seventh day He made holy”
(Heschel, 1955, p. 17).
From the beginning of a person’s life, leaders and
parents had the great responsibility to teach their children
Torah as this philosophy of life, as Divine worldview. The
book of Deuteronomy, Moses’ last words to the Israelites
who were to enter into the promise land, indicates the
high responsibility God gave to parents and leaders at
that time. Deuteronomy 6:6-7 (NASB) reads: “These
words, which I am commanding you today, shall be on
your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your sons
and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and
when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and
when you rise up.” Israelite life was to be immersed in
this Divine worldview. The verb “to teach” found in the
verse appears in the intensive form only in this verse in
the entire Bible, which demonstrates the unique action
and responsibility that rested upon the leaders and parents
in Israel. Psalm 1 picks up on this theme and expands
it in a way that life and death are determined by one’s
response to that which is found in Torah.
The tension between a revealed worldview of
Scripture and the present culture of the world around

us raises the question, “Does the worldview revealed by
God have the potential to change culture today?”

God and Culture: The Possibility of
Transforming Culture
H. Richard Niebuhr presented the possibility of a
Christ who transforms culture in his Yale lectures that
were later published as Christ and Culture. According to
Niebuhr, “The kingdom of God is transformed culture,
because it is first of all the conversion of the human spirit
from faithlessness and self-service to knowledge and
service of God (Niebuhr, 2001, p. 228). In Old Testament
times, the possibility of a “transformed culture” existed.
The Divine worldview presented in Torah, for a period
of time, was to transcend the walls of the Israelite homes
to reach all the nations. Isaiah wrote, “And many peoples
will come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain
of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; that He
may teach us concerning His ways and that we may walk
in His paths.’ For the law [Hebrew torah] will go forth
from Zion, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem”
(Is 2:3 NASB).
Such a knowledge of God, or Divine worldview,
should have transformed society and culture in the time
of the Old Testament. The classical prophetic statements
of Isaiah and other prophets hint at this possibility (see
particularly Is 65). But Israel failed in their faithfulness
to the covenant, and this transforming possibility faded
away with such unfaithfulness. New Testament writers
depicted the future eschatological heavenly realm by
borrowing the imagery of the Old Testament prophecies
concerning the transformation of society. The possibility
of a “transformed culture” was gone from prophetic
foresight. The role of Israel to transform culture from
within is assumed by the church in the New Testament
but without the prophetic anticipation that secular
culture itself would be changed.
So while Niebuhr spoke of the Christ who transforms
culture (present and active, not past and static), he is
partially right in the sense that those who are “in Christ”
today affect culture based on the revealed worldview that
continues. Faithfulness to the revealed worldview had the
possibility to transform culture and society in the Old
Testament. But in the New Testament, such faithfulness
resulted in persecution for the disciples and early
Christians, all the way to the eschatological remnant (see
Matt 5:10; 2 Tim 3:12; Rev 12:13, 17). Paul wrote, “All
who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted”
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(2 Tim 3:12 NASB). The Old Testament imagery of a
transformed society gets directed in the New Testament
to the “New Jerusalem” as the concrete Kingdom of God.

God and Culture: Some Possible Implications
Based on this brief biblical outlook of the relation
between God and culture, what are some possible
implications to “reaching” 2nd and 3rd generation young
adults?
First, it is imperative for leaders and pastors to
understand the secondary role of culture in relation
to worldview. What shapes culture is worldview, so to
change culture, leaders must begin addressing a possible
change in worldview. This calls for a return to a revealed
biblical worldview. Instead of thinking about cultural
ways to communicate the biblical worldview, think about
the biblical worldview that has the capability to change
cultural ways.
Secondly, The downfall of Israel was foundationally
due to unfaithfulness or disregard to the Divine revelation/
worldview. Such disregard resulted in counterfeit worship
(1 Kings 12:25-33). The departure from the divine model
of teaching Torah in everyday life led to assimilation with
the surrounding cultures. In other words, superficial
teaching of Torah leads to counterfeit praxis. This issue
shows the responsibility leaders and parents have in
being faithful to Torah and in teaching it to their sons
and daughters. Christian homes and churches bear the
same responsibility today. If leaders and parents would
be faithful to the teaching of Torah as God imagined it,
would there even be a discussion of how to reach 2nd
and 3rd generation young adults?
Finally, even though the prophetic voice is silent in
regard to the transformation of culture after the events
narrated in the New Testament, this does not mean that
changes in society cannot be made, by individuals or as
the Church. Christian leaders must have a high view of
those who are “in Christ” and their potential to cause
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good in secular society, even while holding a negative
view of secular culture. The relation of God and culture
presents tensions that must be respected as they are. One
example would be faithfulness to a Divine worldview
while “giving to Caesar that which belongs to Caesar.”
Another would be to perceive culture as inherently evil
while expecting those “in Christ” to be a blessing as salt
and light. These are but a few examples of biblical tensions
that must be respected as they are.
As Ellen. G. White penned, “The habits and customs
of fashionable society should not shape their [the youth
of the church] course of action. The inspired apostle
adds, ‘And be not conformed to this world; but be ye
transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may
prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect will
of God’ [Romans 12:2]” (White, p. 20).
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From West to West
Andreas Beccai, MDiv

Abstract
This paper deals with the journey of West African Ghanaians to the Western Hemisphere. For the
second and third generation, the movement is from immigrant to national. I will explore the challenges
and struggles that Seventh-day Adventist parents face in rearing their youth spiritually in an alien culture.

Introduction

I

remember it like it was yesterday. I was sitting in the
lobby of a hotel in Italy, speaking with a group of
youth and the secretary of the General Conference
at the time. I had arrived two days before, following
an overly eventful trek that had started in London, passed
through Rome and ended in Naples. As the youth speaker
for the camp meeting, they requested my input on the
topic of how church could be made more relevant to
the experience of the young people. The participants
at the meeting represented England, Holland, Italy,
France, and Germany, but they were all Ghanaian by
birth. This paper is birthed from the ideas shared in that
meeting, and my own observations and experiences as
an immigrant Ghanaian who has transitioned from West
Africa to the West.

Immigrating from Ghana to the West
Ghanaians are hardworking people by nature. This
natural penchant for hard work increases when faced
with unknown conditions and strange circumstances.
The country of Ghana is a strong Christian nation with
almost 85% of its 24.7 million people claiming Jesus
Christ as their personal Saviour (CIA, 2011). Ghanaians
that move to America or to Europe feel a sharp contrast
in the religiosity of their native land in comparison to
their new surroundings. For example, church attendance
in America in 2011 is 40% - less than half the amount
of the country of Ghana (Barna Group, 2011).
Immigrant parents usually make sincere efforts
to integrate within their immediate faith community,
but many find the service and liturgy different from

“back home.” Some never adjust and they seem unable
to shake off the feeling of being different. Like many
other immigrant groups, Ghanaian worshippers become
proactive and begin their own church. It may start as a
branch Sabbath School or experimental gathering. But
by catering to one’s native culture, language, and worship
style and music, it continues to grow, primarily with
the arrival of more immigrants from the same culture.
Immigrant parents find the church a helpful
grounding mechanism for their children. Keeping the
homeland culture alive helps them to resist total cultural
assimilation and preserve their sense of identity. Parents
appreciate the reinforcement of their lifetime culture.
The children, on the other hand, don’t have such a
clear identity. Their new environment challenges them
to give their full attention to what works here rather than
where their parents used to live. With identity being
a key formation task during adolescence, immigrant
parents promote the culture left behind while their
children immerse themselves in their new world. In a
sense, a child can quickly achieve a new identity that
differs from one’s parents simply by fitting in to the new
culture. But that new culture would be different from
the immigrant-preserving church. Even if peace takes
precedence over conflict, second-generation Adventist
immigrant youth find themselves with somewhat of
a hybrid identity in their new country (Olupona &
Gemignani, 2007).

Life for Youth
Church. A cursory glance at Ghanaian churches
gives the impression that there is little to engage young
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people. On Sabbath they tend to be excluded from the
church liturgy and are rarely seen on the platform. But
this can be misleading. In most Ghanaian churches the
youth are very active in Pathfinders, bible studies, and
Sabbath afternoon AYS programs. Second-generation
immigrant youth form strong bonds with each other
and stick together through their experience.
Evangelism. Young people find themselves
confronted with the challenge of interacting with
non-Ghanaians all the time, whether at school or at
work. While they learn to live with multiple ethnic
groups, their Ghanaian Church is mono-ethnic rather
than multicultural. Not surprisingly, young people are
hesitant to invite their American or European friends to
their Ghanaian church. In a typical Ghanaian church the
whole service is translated from Twi (one of the major
Ghanaian dialects) to English, and many times it is only
the sermon which gets translated. The other parts of the
program are left behind so they become unintelligible to
visitors. Guests may feel warmly welcomed, fed and cared
for, but when they leave, it’s with the sense that they are
on the outside looking in. Most non-Ghanaian visitors
do not return on a regular basis. If they do, few actually
become members. The church grows from immigration,
not from community evangelism.
Education. The educational system in Ghana couples
the British system with Ghanaian ways of teaching.
Students receive information from teachers who
expect them to replicate that information accurately
during examinations. The American education system
encourages questions more than memorization.
Teachers expect students to challenge them regarding
the information taught. Instead of mastering a body
of information, American education seeks to develop a
process of thinking and discovery. This fosters skepticism
as well as analytical skills. Rewards go to students who
ask probing questions and who raise new problems that
need new solutions.
In contrast, Ghanaian young people find their
church promotes behavioral modifications with little
opportunity to cogitate upon the reasons behind the
requirements. This stifling of questions and discovery
frustrates the youth. Once age or distance gives them
the opportunity, they either find other congregations to
worship with or leave with many unanswered questions.
Society. Second-generation immigrant youth find
that they have moved from a conservative society to a
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comparatively liberal country. As a Christian nation,
Ghana places many strictures upon young people in
which society at large mirrors the norms of the Christian
churches. Young people who have issues with their
religion are less likely to cast it aside in a society that is
83% Christian.
By contrast, American society places no such
restrictions upon dissatisfied, second-generation
Ghanaian youth. If they chose to question their
Christianity, their schools will not help them reclaim
their faith. Their peers will not walk with them through
the experience to a positive resolution. In actuality,
they will be encouraged to throw of the shackles of
a restrictive religion and just live as they please. This
problem deepens when a second-generation Ghanaian
young person sees Adventism as the foreign religion of
one’s parents; something potentially useful in Ghana but
with little relevance to life in America.

Church Life for Parents
According to Tettey and Puplampu, parents struggle
with an “attachment to a geographically distant yet
psychologically and emotionally proximate space” (Tetty
& Puplampu, 2005, p. 170). In other words, although
they are separated from their homeland by thousands
of miles, mentally and emotionally it continues to be a
very present reality. It defines and validates their sense
of being Ghanaian, even as they successfully navigate
within mainstream parameters in other aspects of their
lives. The struggle becomes even more pronounced when
parents try to raise their children in America while, in
their mind, they are still making comparisons (valid and
invalid) to Ghana. In general, parents anchor themselves
in their past experiences and stay in church; but this is
not the case for the next generation.
In his blog “Mono-Ethnic Ministries & Multi-Ethnic
Churches,” Mark DeYmaz noted the following from
pastors of migrant family congregations: 1) The parents
(1.0s) have both feet firmly rooted in the mono-ethnic
church; 2) The youth born in their native land (2.0s)
will likely have one foot in and one foot out; and 3) The
youth born in the migrant country (3.0s) will in most
cases have “two feet out” (DeYmaz, 2011).
The 1.0’s are made up of qualified professionals who
may find it difficult to locate jobs in the host country
since they are new and might have language challenges.
In such situations the church provides a venue for
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personal validation and an opportunity to be respected
and accepted among peers. With such strong support,
the 1.0s are not likely to leave. The 2.0’s begin to expand
their horizons and accept the host culture’s validation as
much as their country of origin. Don’t be surprised if the
3.0s have never even visited the country of their parents,
have a weak grasp of their parents’ language and do not
strongly identify (if at all) with Ghana.

Youth Leaving Church
As mentioned earlier, Christianity describes the
dominant culture in Ghana. Figure 1 (Pew Forum, 2011)
illustrates this. Note that atheism doesn’t even register in
the country, unless it can be found in the one per cent
labelled “other.”

these parents dreamed for their children. Unfortunately,
as that financial investment gets dedicated to the youth,
the lack of time investment in spiritual nurture breaks
the links in the chain of their youth’s commitment to
their church and possibly to God as well. The youth
become sceptical about religion (“It offers nothing for
me and I know it”) and then cynical (“The church is full
of hypocrites, no one cares for me, and I know this”).
Once they reach the second stage, the young people look
for reasons to leave rather than reasons to stay. Very few
can be recovered at this point.
Ethnic specific churches tend to lose their second
and third generations over time. They find themselves
ill-equipped philosophically or practically to serve the
needs of youth growing up in the West, going to school
in diverse environments, speaking English and becoming
acculturated adversely against their parent’s religion
(Yeboah, 2008).

A Response
In light of this, how can we respond? During our
meeting in the hotel lobby I heard comments that are
reflected in the following statements:
"We are not meeting the total needs of the youth; we
need more programs, social events and concerts to attract
people today."

Figure 1. Religious Affiliation of Survey Respondents
in Ghana
Contrast religious affiliation in Ghana with that in
America, where propositional truth has been relegated as
an idea only backwards and bigoted people accept and
force upon others. Americans live in an age in which
atheistic polemicists such as Richard Dawkins pontificate,
“Faith is the great cop-out, the great excuse to evade the
need to think and evaluate evidence” (Gomberg, 2011,
p. 146). American culture ridicules traditional ideas of
religion and even legislates against it in the public sphere.
A 2.0 and certainly a 3.0 Ghanaian young person can
feel very lonely, confused, and even hostile in a Ghanaian
church. The question must be asked, “Are parents and
Ghanaian congregations adequately prepared to grapple
with these questions?”
Some parents work two or three jobs to make ends
meet and allow their youth to achieve the quality of life

"We have to go back to the old days and do things like
we did them then."
"We need to be more up to date and change our beliefs
to keep up with the times."
The comments are valid, but I believe they miss the
point. They are the branches and not the root of a problem
that faces not only second-generation Ghanaian immigrant
youth, but all Christian youth.
Identity. The prophet Nehemiah told a group of
apathetic, transitional second and third generation people
that they must be aware of their identity (see Nehemiah
9). His plea to them, in a nutshell, can be found in Psalm
78:2-4 (NLT), “I will teach you hidden lessons from our
past— stories we have heard and known, stories our
ancestors handed down to us. We will not hide these truths
from our youth; we will tell the next generation about the
glorious deeds of the LORD, about his power and his mighty
wonders.” Nehemiah refreshed their memories regarding
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the stories of God’s goodness and his work for them as a
people in the past.
In order for a second or third generation young person
in a foreign environment to be able to weather the storms,
they must be grounded in the identity that God gave them
before their Ghanaian identity. I fear unless we take explicit
actions steps to address this very real issue, many more
young people will leave.
Parents and church leaders could engage Ghanaian
youth in a discipleship series that deals with the question
of Christian identity as an immigrant youth. Parents should
also consider learning from their children about the society
and culture in which they find themselves. If youth are
bullied into accepting a culture that they do not identify
(in this case, the Ghanaian culture), it will only hasten
the inevitable departure from the culture and anything
associated with it once they have the power to choose.
If parents better understand the educational system, the
societal norms, and the expectations that their children
develop because of it, they will be better equipped to
meet their needs. Parents certainly do not need to accept
everything in the host culture, but they must be familiar
with it.
Belief. Another important lesson that we learn from
the remnant in the book of Nehemiah is the importance of
believing and practicing a biblical lifestyle. The children of
Israel lived contrary to the expressed commands of God.
They intermarried with their neighbors and sacrificed to
the local gods. The prophet countered in chapter 13 by
deploying readers of the law throughout the land to instruct
the people in the way of the Lord. Admittedly, a mental
assent to the truth by no means guarantees correct action.
But without instruction we can expect only a very shallow
and uninformed experience. Second-generation immigrant
youth must know what they believe and why they believe it.
In light of the structures within Ghanaian churches it
would be difficult to change the worship services to be more
engaging for the youth, but perhaps a small group with the
specific task of inculcating the core beliefs of the church
would be a first step. It would also be a good opportunity
for leadership and parents outside of a church setting to
share with the young people. There are often too many
barriers between young people and adults in church, and
this certainly describes Ghanaian churches.
In America, research from the National Study of
Youth and Religion noted that the premier social factor in
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shaping the religious lives of young people is the religious
life modeled and taught to them by their parents (Smith &
Denton, 2005). If this is the case, then parents have within
their grasp the opportunity to intentionally take the time
to model a Christian faith for their young people that is
biblical and rooted solely in Christ. Ghanaian culture has
many wonderful facets, and when used wisely, adds to the
experience of young people.

Passionate Dedication
Young people can tell if someone is “faking it.” If they
are part of a church and they do not feel loved and cared
for, the battle is already lost. Nehemiah’s zeal in Bible
times would be labeled fanaticism today. He excluded the
foreigners from the assembly (Neh 13:1-3). Those who
violated the Sabbath laws he threatened with bodily harm
(Neh 13:20-21). And he physically reprimanded those who
violated the marriage laws (Neh 13:23-27). Certainly I am
not suggesting screaming, scolding, and slapping as a way
to show youth our passionate care for their lives, but they
must know without a doubt that they are loved and valued.
Nehemiah’s reforms in his community provided the
fortitude to withstand the later attacks of the surrounding
nations. Additionally Proverbs 27:23-24 (NIV) admonishes
us, "Be sure you know the condition of your flocks, give
careful attention to your herds; for riches do not endure
forever and a crown is not secure for all generations." The
more informed parents are about the unique circumstances
that their children are facing as second generation,
immigrant youth, the more likely they will be able to work
with their children through their challenges.

Concluding Thoughts
Being the parent of a second-generation immigrant
Ghanaian youth presents many challenges. These include
the frenetic round of work, home, and school. Then
you can add the frustration of raising children who are
seemingly bent on questioning your every wish. Such
challenges are real and seem to never cease. In addition
to these pragmatic concerns is the issue of spirituality
in the youth.
If I were to be given a 1-minute platform with parents
and church leaders, and asked to distil my own personal
experience and research into a statement it would be
as follows: In order to see more success in influencing,
engaging, and retaining the second and third generation
immigrant youth, we must experience a reformation
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in discipleship. Parents must be taught and given the
tools necessary to be able to properly disciple their own
children. They will have to make changes in order to
invest more time in them.
I would also counsel elders and other church
leaders to look at their liturgy and structures and ask if
these meet the needs of those who were not born “back
home.” Most Ghanaian churches cater to the ensconced,
monolithic, power minority of immigrants rather than to
the majority of second and third generation Ghanaians.
Only when we accept this rut and radically address it will
we see increased success in dealing with the challenges of
ministering to the youth.
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God Has
No Grandchildren
Steve Case
President of Involve Youth

Abstract
Biological births create second and third generations. A spiritual birth creates a child of God regardless
of that person’s age or relationship to other biological generations. That’s why God has no grandchildren;
only children. The second birth may lack obvious, tangible markers. Those who grow up with religious
parents might not be able to name a date or place for their own spiritual re-birth. New environments
seem more conducive for new-birth experiences. We need additional markers. Complications, misunderstanding, and power plays may arise when the first, second and third generations flatten into one
generation called “Children of God.”

Children

T

he Bible claims that God has children, but
does God have grandchildren? “Consider the
incredible love that the Father has shown us in
allowing us to be called ‘children of God’—and
that is not just what we are called, but what we are” 1 John
3:1 (Phillips). John doesn’t speak in terms of a futuristic
hope but a present reality: “Here and now we are God’s
children” 1 John 3:2 (Phillips). God’s overwhelming love
places us within his family as his children!
But what about our own children? If I am a child
of God, then biologically my children would be God’s
grandchildren. Yet Scripture never mentions God having
any grandchildren; only children. “All who did accept
him and believe in him he gave the right to become
children of God” John 1:12 (NCV). “So in Christ Jesus
you are all children of God through faith, for all of you
were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with
Christ” Gal 3:26-27 (NIV).
While Christians might be agreeable to such
theological statements, actually living as siblings
becomes challenging when several biological generations
collapse into one spiritual generation. If God has no
grandchildren, then either a Christian’s children are not
automatically in the family of God or else a Christian’s
child becomes a brother or sister. A father’s son is now

his brother. A mother’s daughter suddenly is her sister.
That can seem downright weird!

Becoming a “Child of God”
At what point does a person become a “child of God”?
In Old Testament times, birth into a Jewish family made a
person a child of Abraham, which included the covenant
and its blessings (Isa 41:8; Ps 105:6; 1 Chr 16:16; Exod
3:6). Matthew traced the Messiah’s lineage from Abraham
(Matt 1:1-16). But John the Baptist questioned biological
bloodlines. “Don’t just say to each other, ‘We’re safe, for
we are descendants of Abraham.’ That means nothing,
for I tell you, God can create children of Abraham from
these very stones” Luke 3:8 (NLT). Jesus accused the
Jewish leaders of acting more like children of the Devil
than children of Abraham. The Jewish leaders questioned
Christ’s lineage and labeled him a Samaritan devil (John
8:31-59). Biological birth doesn’t always determine family.
After Jesus told Nicodemus that he must be born
again, Nicodemus focused on the biological realm by asking
if Christ meant a grown man must enter his mother’s womb
in order to be “born again” (John 3:4). Our eagerness to
emphasize baptism for salvation ignores the context and
parallelism of Jesus’ response. “Unless one is born of water
and the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.
That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is
born of the Spirit is spirit” John 3:5-6 (NASB).
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“Born of water and the Spirit” (vs. 5) finds its parallel
in “born of the flesh” and “born of the Spirit” (vs. 6). Born
of water/flesh indicates biological birth when a woman’s
water breaks, which signifies the beginning of the birth
process—a child will now be born. Born of the Spirit/
breath/wind isn’t as tangible, yet a necessity for entrance
into God’s kingdom according to Jesus. Born again
biologically misses the point. To enter God’s kingdom,
an individual must be born physically (birth, water, flesh)
and then be born again (new birth, Spirit, spiritually).
Physical birth has a somewhat predictable gestation
and an obvious moment of birth, even though the event
can vary tremendously—hours in a hospital or minutes
in a car? Naturally or with medication? Birth canal or
C-section? Physician-assisted or midwife or on your own?
Could spiritual re-birth have at least as many variables
rather than one predictable way?

Young people can easily learn the accepted terminology
and actions in order to be considered “spiritual.” Playing
the game might shape one’s experience towards Christ
or merely develop into an act (Dean, 2010). In some
faith communities and with certain individuals, it seems
that reciting the correct terminology or repeating a preapproved prayer determines whether or not one actually
enters the kingdom of God (Bell, 2011).

Paul contrasted the same two words, flesh and spirit,
in Romans 8. “Those who live according to the flesh
have their minds set on what the flesh desires; but those
who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds
set on what the Spirit desires. The mind governed by the
flesh is death, but the mind governed by the Spirit is life
and peace” (Rom 8:5-6 NIV). Born of the flesh means
a sinful nature. Born of the Spirit makes us children of
God, free of the slavery from the sinful nature by adoption
into the family of God (Gal 4:6-7). As a result, we can
now reference God the Father as “Daddy” and Jesus as
“Brother” (Rom 8:13-17).

Only 12 percent of Seventh-day Adventist young
people in the United States can identify a specific
“Damascus road experience” of commitment to Christ
(Case, 1996). Twice as many have maintained a
commitment from their earliest memory, and three times
as many experienced a developing commitment over time.
Valuegenesis data shows very similar numbers (Gillespie
& Donahue, 2004). The change might be imperceptible
even though it’s real (Case, 2009 paraphrasing White,
2000). If conversion signifies a complete turn around,
should that be encouraged if a young person already
seems to be heading towards Christ?

Becoming a child of God involves God’s creative act
and action, beyond male and female union and procreation
(Hos 1:10; 2;23; Eph 1:4-5; 13-14; 1 Cor 15:44-49; 2 Cor
5:17; 1 Pet 2:10). Everyone on the planet has experienced
biological birth. Those who have been born spiritually are
children of God no matter what their genealogy or age. The
personal and sociological ramifications of this revelation
from Scripture are truly earth-shaking!

Baptism signifies the second birth for some, but not
all. Congregations, families and individuals celebrate
baptisms for obvious reasons, but that doesn’t guarantee
that the water baptism coincided with the baptism of the
Spirit. John the Baptist said that he baptized people with
water, but the One coming after him would baptize with
the Holy Spirit and with fire (see Luke 3:16). While the
supernatural element can come only from God, being
“born again” also involves some type of awareness and
personal choice for the human being, and making that
choice for God.

Growing Up Christian
When does spiritual “new birth” take place for a
child who grows up in a Christian home? When can it
occur? Those who emphasize an age of accountability
for baptism or church membership typically place this
in the second decade of life—some as early as 10 or 11
years of age and others later in the teen years. Assessing
spiritual realities can be tricky! With the many changes
at the onset of puberty, some consider this the first time
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a person can make a personal decision for Jesus Christ.
Worried adults prefer an early commitment, hoping it will
ground the person through potentially turbulent times.
Those who commit to Christ before their identify forms
or changes in adolescence need to be “re-treaded” with
new applications of what is means to live as a child of
God once one has forged a new identify (Case, 1996).
Otherwise Christ will be anchored in one’s past childhood
but not integrated into one’s present reality.

If a marker can’t be identified, how can a person
know whether or not they have been born again—born
of the Spirit? The previous president of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church testified, “Yes, I was born an Adventist,
but it wasn’t until I was fourteen years old that faith
became something special to me, something I ‘owned’”
(Paulsen, 2011, p. 19). I echo his experience. My second
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birth also came at the age of 14 at an impromptu youth
prayer and praise session in a park. Spiritual re-birth
might be elusive rather than tangible or programmable.
For those steeped in cognitive religion, something
affective might be considered a new birth, like John
Wesley’s Aldersgate experience of feeling his heart
“strangely warmed” (Wesley, 1738). The new feelings that
begin in adolescence can prime the pump for supernatural
sensations. Retreats, pilgrimages, religious conventions,
gatherings like GODEncounters (Martin, Bailey, and
LaMountain, 2009), short-term mission trips—anything
that takes a person out of their routine environment can
be the catalyst for a new awakening. Inspiring speakers
and music, testimonies, prayer experiences, and a core
group setting the tone towards God contribute to a
born-again experience that can be put on a calendar
and referenced if needed. I’ve seen short-term mission
experiences yield many such mileposts. Those already
baptized ask for re-baptism, and I’ve had some ask to
be re-re-baptized. It seems that when young people
experience something new or greater than their past, they
want to cement it as their new reality.
Doing this apart from parents and other regular
authority figures seems to open the door for a new
experience (Smith & Snell, 2009). Otherwise, it
seems a bit like an arranged marriage by well-meaning
but controlling figures who predetermine your life. In
contrast, eloping seems so much more spontaneous
and empowering and could be attributed as a divine
intervention. At times it seems that being born
again happens more easily with new people in a new
environment. While such experiences attain significance
more easily, they often fail to be sustained.
Some need this type of rebirth only once. Others
must return again and again, like an addict seeking
another fix. Frustrated from living in the valley after being
on the mountaintop, maintaining a 24/7 experience of
this intensity usually proves to be elusive or exhausting.
Some give up. Others go in search, traveling long
distances if need be, volunteering to set up candles in a
prayer room for the next gathering or finding another
short-term mission trip to feel God again. Young people
want God, and want Him badly (Willard & Locy, 2011).
The Seventh-day Adventist Church endorses a
paltry number of symbols to symbolize spiritual rebirth.
The catch-all is baptism (and re-baptism). But with
the majority getting baptized before their teen years,

what’s left for youth and young adults who experience
re-birth? Foot-washing can serve as a re-baptism. Our
aversion to icons and other theologies prevent us from
deep engagement with the Eucharist (the Lord’s Supper/
Communion). Weeks of Prayer at Adventist schools
occasionally provide (re)commitments. Dedicating one’s
baby might do the same for young parents.
Seventh-day Adventist young people need more
markers to symbolize, spur, and make tangible their
spiritual re-birth. It’s already happening (Kirstein, 2011),
even while institutional administrators warn against
prayer experiences and spiritual pilgrimages. In reality,
we need to share and endorse more of them.

Yo Dad, I’m Your Brother!
Because God has no grandchildren, only children,
a biological son who is spiritually born again becomes
a brother! How will father and son relate to each other
as brothers? How will other, older adults relate to “little
brothers and sisters” who seem so young? And what will
happen if the younger generations start to relate to the
older generations as siblings?
The more the young brothers and sisters resemble
or copy their older “siblings,” the easier the adjustment.
Indeed, this is the very thing most adults pray will happen.
However, Jesus expected a difference—new wineskins
for new wine (Ward, 2002). Searching for something
new, some actually go retro or ancient (Yaconelli, 2006;
Campolo & Darling, 2007). You can also be intentional
in seeking Jesus here and now, miraculously and beyond
your human limitations (Willard, 2009). But just like
in Jesus’ day, those entrenched in power positions won’t
simply hand things over, and they might not share them
either. The typical message is to march in formation
patiently until the day comes for your opportunity. This
could continue until those in power die. Going through
the motions fosters security, but it rarely has vitality or
significance. No wonder so many young people disappear
from church. Tired of marching in place, they come to
view church as optional rather than essential (Rainer &
Rainer, 2008).
Parents who gave physical birth and have nurtured their
kids may have neglected their own spiritual connection.
As a result, they feel inadequate to draw their children
to greater spiritual awareness, commitment, or maturity.
They pray that a new school year or new coach or Christian
teacher or hip youth pastor might make the difference for
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their kid. Some hope a church that served their children
well in the early years will anchor a loyalty during the
teen years and beyond. Few congregations challenge the
status quo and actually target collegiates or young adults
in appropriate ways for their spiritual development (Joiner,
Bomar & Smith, 2010). Instead they wring their hands
in helpless and unchallenged resignation.
What young people need for rebirth is for something
to be real and experiential. As John described it, “That
which was from the beginning, which we have heard,
which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked
at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim
concerning the Word of life” 1 John 1:1 (NIV). Young
people need to see God as huge and transcendent, as well
as close and intimate. They need to sense God’s holiness
and respond with repentance. They need to see death
from sin in order to be resurrected to new life. They need
to experience loss to fully accept all God has for them.
No wonder thousands of young people pilgrimage to
Taize each year, wanting to experience God. No wonder
so many try ancient personal prayer practices rather than
sitting in a pew to commune with God. They take Jer
29:13 (NIV) seriously, “You will seek me and find me
when you seek me with all your heart.”
To a large extent, many Seventh-day Adventists have
come to rely on the Adventist school system for both a
spiritual commitment to Christ and on-going spiritual
growth. This can be helpful for the minority of Seventhday Adventist young people who attend, but it also fails
to bring the generations together. It fosters the spiritual
growth of the second or third generation apart from the
first generation. Instead of maintaining separate worlds,
the generations need to come together and make God
their collective Father rather than abdicating spiritual
growth to the school or clinging to authoritarian family
structures that may have functioned earlier in life.
Fight or flight are not the only two options. Birth
families find ways to work this out. Spiritual brothers
and sisters can access supernatural power, love, grace,
forgiveness, hope, and imagination. The passion of
young people must be tapped into rather than snuffed
out (Dean, 2004). They want to experience God and
they want others to experience Him as well. Second
and third generations had no voice in whether or not
they were born the first time. They must have a voice in
their re-birth. Instead of imagining them perpetually in
diapers, welcome them as brothers and sisters regardless of
age. Take the focus off of ourselves and put it on Christ.
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“Dear friends, we are already God’s children, though
what we will be hasn’t yet been seen. But we do know
that when Christ returns, we will be like him, because
we will see him as he truly is. This hope makes us keep
ourselves holy, just as Christ is holy” 1 John 3:2-3 (CEV).
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The Crisis
of Reality
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Abstract
In our modern world we are faced with virtual realities on every side. In the realm of faith, young
people are offered a virtual Christianity. What makes God real rather than virtual? What is reality? The
Word of God expresses and defines what is reality for Christians. It defines a real gospel of power, calling
the sinner to repentance, confession, and a turning away from sin. It then offers a real relationship with
a real God, transforming our sinful hearts through His character of love.

Reality or Virtual Reality?

A

s I sit looking out my window I am faced with
a world of reality. There are real trees covering
the hillsides, real flowers gracing the front
flowerbed, and real clouds floating in the sky.

Contrast that with the impact of current culture,
technology and science that permeates much of our
world with virtual realities. People live in air-conditioned
homes, drive to work in air-conditioned cars, work in
air-conditioned offices, then return home to watch sports
on a large screen TV. Even “reality TV” gets staged.
Many students may express a disconnect from reality
in their studies. For some people their world is a virtual
reality barely extending past their iPhone or computer.
Facebook may say you have 567 friends, but how many
of those would you really call in a time of need? How
many of them really know your heart–the things you
are going through in life, how you are doing on a deeper
level? Would they wish you a “Happy Birthday” if they
hadn’t been prompted? We are beginning to realize that
what we thought was real, may actually just be virtual–a
façade that can vanish in a moment.
Could the same thing be said about faith? Is faith
real or virtual? Stated another way, “Are youth today
being confronted with a Christianity that is virtual?”
How many 2nd and 3rd generation Seventh-day Adventist
youth grow up with a cultural and intellectual religion,
but have no personal experience with God? Young people

today have a heart cry for a religion that is real, something
they can call their own.
Jesus said, “And this is life eternal, that they might
know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom
thou hast sent” (John 17:3 KJV). What does it mean to
know God–to really know God? What makes God real?
As a 5th generation Adventist myself, a fire burns in my
soul for the thousands of 2nd and 3rd generation Adventist
young people who long for something deeper, something
real. We desire to simply know God’s presence, to walk
with Him throughout the day. We long for comfort from
the true Comforter and peace in the presence of God.
“We long for a gospel of power–power over our
debilitating addictions and failure, power for victory,
power to obey.” Charles Fitch (1839) illustrated this
desire when he wrote:
“I have, I can have, I ought to have no expectation of
dwelling where God dwells--of being an object of His love
forever, and a sharer of the eternal blessedness which He
only can give, unless I have a character fully assimilated
to His--unless I love, with a full and undivided heart,
what He loves, and hate what He hates, and all that He
hates, with a hatred, full, entire, uniform, perpetual, like
His own. There must not be in me an approach to any
thought or feeling which is not in perfect, full- hearted
and joyous agreement with everything that God is,
and with everything that God does. This must be my
character, or I will never see God's face in peace” (Fitch,
1839, p. 6).
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A Real Religion
We desire a real religion that reaches the heart and
changes the inner motivations of a person, a religion
that grants power to overcome sin, and a true personal
relationship with our living Savior. We want a religion
that plants in our hearts the character of God. Yet, as
already mentioned, it often seems like we tend to have
somewhat of an intellectual and cultural religion rather
than a vital, living religion. We may make a mental ascent
to truth, but it seems that it often eludes the core of our
heart. Truth must change the inner person.
Evidently this need and desire aren’t limited to our
current time. More than a century ago, Ellen White
wrote, “The tremendous issues of eternity demand of
us something besides an imaginary religion–a religion
of words and forms, where the truth is kept in the outer
court (White, 1907, p. 8). In another publication
she penned, “[With many] there has been no genuine
conversion, no positive work of grace done in the heart.
Their desire to do God's will is based upon their own
inclination, not upon the deep conviction of the Holy
Spirit. Their conduct is not brought into harmony with
the law of God. They profess to accept Christ as their
Savior, but they do not believe that He will give them
power to overcome their sins. They have not a personal
acquaintance with a living Savior, and their characters
reveal many blemishes” (White, 1904, p. 7).

Defining Reality
Where can we find reality? What defines reality in the
world around us? And, on a deeper level, what defines
reality in one’s personal, Christian life? What defines
reality to 2nd and 3rd generation Adventist youth?
Let us go back to the very beginning: “In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. The same was in the beginning
with God. All things were made by him; and without
him was not any thing made that was made. In him was
life; and the life was the light of men” (John 1:1-4 KJV).
In this world where we are surrounded by the
creations of the imaginations of men, there is only one
place where we can turn that will truly define for us what
real reality is, and that is the Word of God. The written
Word of God opens our understanding to the very
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character of God. This enables us to discover who He
is. It defines for us what sin and righteousness really are.
It gives us a clear picture of a very real gospel of power.
The written Word of God also tells about the Word
of God “made flesh” in the person of Jesus Christ. This
provided a real and living example of the character of
God in human flesh. In Jesus we see an example of real
victory and real, selfless love.
The “Word of God” has taken one other form. God
spoke, and it was. The nature and creation that we see
around us today is the very product of God’s Word.
thoughts and in studying the systems of nature we can
catch glimpses into the mind and character of God. Yes,
the Word of God expresses, explains and defines reality.

Facing Reality
The Word of God also exposes reality in contrast
to what is virtual and imaginary. We may find ourselves
believing we are safe, only for the Word of God to expose
the reality of our sinful hearts. “But when anything is
exposed by the light, it becomes visible” (Ephesians 5:13
ESV). We also read in the Word of God, “And this is
the condemnation, that light is come into the world,
and men loved darkness rather than light, because their
deeds were evil. For every one that doeth evil hateth the
light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be
reproved. But he that doeth truth cometh to the light, that
his deeds may be made manifest, that they are wrought
in God” (John 3:19-21 KJV).
If we believe we are living in the light when in reality
we are living in darkness, in essence, we are living in
a virtual reality. We believe something that is simply
not true. Undoubtedly, people do this all the time.
Unfortunately, it will often take a crisis to force us to
face reality. For example should the trucking industry
fail, people in large cities would soon be forced into the
reality that real food grows in the ground and not on
supermarket shelves, and that if they are not connected
with someone who grows real food, or know how to grow
real food themselves, they will be in real trouble. Hence
we have the explosion of the “Real Food Movement”
where people are choosing to embrace solutions to a
real problem before they are forced to face it due to a
crisis. Statistics show that local food is a rapidly growing
movement in the United States (USDA, 2011).
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In the church we are face a crisis of 2nd and 3rd
generation Adventist youth believing they are all right
while continuing in a helpless life of sin with no true
conversion of the heart. Having grown up Adventist
myself it was easy for me to believe I was all right, yet
at the same time I knew my Christian experience didn’t
stand up against the Word of God. I did not have power
to live a righteous life, victory was eluding me, and I
subconsciously knew I was living in a virtual reality.
Thousands of other 2nd and 3rd generation Adventist
youth are crying out for authenticity. Far beyond merely
an acceptance of “just be yourself,” this true authenticity
gets defined and measured by the Word of God. An
authentic Christian is one whose heart has been changed.
Far from cosmetic adjustments, a look at Christ on the
cross leads a person to repentance for one’s past and
dependence upon the power of God for one’s future.
Both are works of grace.

A Call for Spiritual Leaders
In order to share the reality of the gospel with youth
it must first truly be real in our own hearts and lives.
They must see it modeled and manifested in us, lest we
find ourselves “having a form of godliness, but denying
the power thereof ” (2 Tim. 3:5 KJV). I am reminded
of my own Great Grandfather, E. L. Minchin, who not
only called youth to repentance but also stressed the
importance of spirituality in the minister:
“When God finds truly humble and dedicated
instruments who are willing to pay the price that a truly
spiritual ministry demands, He has mighty weapons
in His hand for the breaking down of strongholds and
the establishing of His kingdom in the hearts of men.
The greatest preparation for any revival must take place
in the hearts of the instruments God will use. It is the
preacher’s inner life that matters most, and largely
determines the success or failure of any revival. It is
not his education, his culture, or his organizing ability,
important as they may be. If he is a born-again servant
of God, and has a passionate love for Christ; if he has a
tender and understanding heart in his dealing with souls,
and a growing love for and familiarity with the Word of
God; if he is an unworldly man whom the people know
comes to his task from the higher levels of fellowship and
communion with God, a vitalizing power will attend his
ministry. If he does not have this, his ministry becomes
mediocre and ineffective. Successful ministry is costly. It is
a spiritual work. Find a man who will diligently cultivate
his own soul and you will have an instrument of power.

Otherwise, we merely preach but we do not woo. We talk,
but nothing happens. We pass multitudes of resolutions,
but nobody quakes. There is no vital movement toward
God. The simple fact is this: when for any reason we
become separated from the God we vowed to serve, we
cease to become effective channels of His grace to His
people. Then let the fire fall. Let the cleansing, energizing
power of the Holy Spirit take possession of us. Let Jesus
Christ and His will become the passion of our lives. Let
self-glory vanish and the blessing will come, and the fires
of true revival will be kindled in every land” (Minchin,
1959, pp. 11-12).
He goes on to tell of a truly Pentecostal revival
meeting held in Orlando, Florida where 1,500 people
packed the church each night. Hearts were convicted of
sin, marvelous victories were won with the youth, and
even strong men wept as they saw and felt the power
of God working. When cautioned about emotionalism
my grandfather replied, “That is true, but there is a vast
difference between emotionalism and godly emotion. We
cannot have too little of the former and too much of the
latter. A godly sorrow for sin touches the emotions. Our
Savior wept for sinners and His heart bled and was broken
for a lost world. Brethren, our hearts also must bleed if we
would be ministers of the saving power of Christ’s blood.
Tearless hearts can never be heralds of the passion of Him
who “offered up prayers and supplications with strong
crying and tears” (Heb. 5:7). (Minchin, 1959, p. 15).
When spiritual leaders are really spiritual rather than
virtually spiritual, it will be a powerful witness to young
people caught in the struggle of what true spirituality is.
We have an objective Word of God to reveal reality for
followers of God. With ready access, none need to miss
this revelation.
Young people often live on the cutting edge of
whatever is new. And yet, new doesn’t guarantee an
improvement. The package might be appealing and
have a certain freshness about it, but what’s at the core?
Solomon didn’t seem too impressed with newness when
he wrote, “There is no new thing under the sun” (Ecc.
1:9b KJV). In Jeremiah’s time, what was “new” actually
served as the problem rather than a solution. That’s why
he wrote, “Thus saith the LORD, Stand ye in the ways,
and see, and ask for the old paths, where is the good way,
and walk therein, and ye shall find rest for your souls”
(Jeremiah 6:16 KJV). When it comes to reaching 2nd
and 3rd generation Adventist youth, if the new fails to
include repentance, a transformed life, and power from
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sin, it certainly isn’t an improvement! If such is the case,
look back to the old gospel doctrines that include these.
Repentance usually isn’t a popular message. It
demands change and it exposes personal weakness and
inadequacy. Yet repentance served as the introductory
message for John the Baptist and for Christ the Messiah
as well. According to Matthew 3:1-2 (NKJV), “In those
days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of
Judea, and saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is
at hand!’” One chapter later, Matthew recorded, “From
that time Jesus began to preach and to say, ‘Repent,
for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’” (Matthew 4:17
NKJV). If that seems out of date and no longer popular,
then perhaps we need to heed this message from more
than a century ago, “The Lord would have His servants
preach today the old Gospel doctrine, sorrow for sin,
repentance, and confession. We want old-fashioned
sermons, old-fashioned customs, old-fashioned fathers
and mothers in Israel, who have the tenderness of Christ”
(White, 1899, par. 4).

I Have a Dream
I have a dream. I see hundreds, and even thousands
of young people who have found God to be real and
personal in their lives. The Holy Spirit has taken up
residence in their lives. They humbly confess their sins,
receive forgiveness, and then live as forgiven people.
They forgive others and invite others to experience the
divine gift of forgiveness as well. With the assurance of
being accepted by God, they stand boldly for what God
has revealed. The mark of Christ matters more to them
than the mark of success.
Let there be a work of reformation and repentance.
Let all seek for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. As with
the disciples after the ascension of Christ, it may require
several days of earnestly seeking God and putting away
of sin (White, 1952, p. 58).
As Adventists, we understand that our calling is
to prepare the way for Christ’s Second Coming. As
John the Baptist did prior to Christ’s First Advent, the
theme of repentance—sorrow for sin and turning from
it—would be as consistent and pertinent today as it was
2,000 years ago. This message seems absent in many of
our gatherings. Obviously, to prepare naturally sinful
people for the return of Christ, repentance is essential.
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In a time of virtual realities, true reality can be found
in the Word of God. We can find the center of this
through the Word of God known as the Bible, through
the record of the Word that became flesh in the form of
Jesus Christ, and in the results of God’s spoken Word
that created this world—through nature. Reality is not
always limited to the things we can physically see or feel.
True reality goes so much farther. “But in Him, it has
always been ‘Yes!’ For no matter how many promises God
has made, they are all ‘Yes’ in Christ” (2 Corinthians 1:
19-20).
Katie Davis included in her blog the battle for her
adopted child’s emotional healing. She wrote, “I want
to live as a prisoner to the ‘Yes.’ Remembering all we
have seen, we set our hope fully on what we have not yet
seen. We place all of our hope and all of our trust and all
of our focus on the grace given us through Christ, and
we beg to live captured by His promises.”
These are the promises that give us bedrock realities.
Here is a sure anchor. Jesus put it in these terms, “This is
life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God,
and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent” (John 17:3 KJV).
To really know God through His Word - this is reality!
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Worship Preferences
and Practices to Reach
Second and Third
Generation Latinos
Andres Flores

Abstract
Second and third generation Latinos are the fastest growing population among the largest minority
in the United States. Worship and music are a crucial part of their religious experience and spiritual
growth. They favor energetic, public worship that is biblically based and passionately led. However,
there is a gap between their preferences and perceptions and those of the first generation Latinos who
typically lead Hispanic churches. This gap must be bridged for U.S-born Latinos to thrive and develop
as disciples of Christ.

Introduction

T

his paper has a two-fold purpose. First, it will
explore worship preferences among second and
third generation Latin Americans. Second, it
will identify the traits of corporate worship
that is effective in reaching young, Hispanics who have
grown up in American.
A brief literature review will be performed to ascertain
who are second and third generation Latinos in the U.S.
and to understand the nature of worship among Latinos
in the Protestant tradition in America. The findings from
the literature review will be compared against conceptual
conclusions drawn from interviews and surveys perform
among second and third generation Seventh-day
Adventist Latinos from the state of Michigan, Indiana,
Illinois, and Ohio.

U.S.-born Latinos
For the purpose of this study second and third
generation Latinos will be referred to as the children “of
immigrants who were either born in the United States
or raised and educated in the United States” (Rah, 2009.

p.16). A survey of the literature shows that there is no
single term that can encompass all Hispanics in America.
Justo Gonzales (1996) simply uses the terms “Hispanic”
and “Latino” or “Latina” interchangeably. This paper
will follow that pattern. According to Maynard-Reid
(2000), Hispanics in America are a mixture of European
Spaniards, Amer-Indians and African Blacks. The largest
Hispanic groups are 1) Mexican-American; 2) Puerto
Rican; and 3) Other groups from Cuba, the Dominican
Republic and Central and South America. Traditionally
Hispanic population growth in North America has
come from the immigration of first generation Latinos.
However, a recent study sponsored by the Pew Hispanic
Center demonstrated that “births in the United States
are outpacing immigration as the key source of growth”
(Suro & Passel, 2003, p. 6).
This means that in the near future the demographics
of Latinos in American will change. We will witness
coming into the workforce, public life, and educational
systems, an influx of U.S. born Latinos. Unlike their
first generation forefathers, second and third generation
Latinos will have access to academic growth and financial
success in North America. According to Suro and Passel
(2003) the number of second generation Latinos could
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outnumber the first generation Latinos by the year 2025.
Native Hispanics will become a considerable group to
be reached with the gospel by the Seventh-day Adventist
church in North America.
But what does it mean to be a second and third
generation Latino in America? Several illustrations
have been offered to explain their complex identity and
existence. Rodriguez (2011) explained that second and
third generation Latinos are the modern day Hellenists
who “are grumbling against foreign-born Spanishdominant Latinos, the modern-day Hebrews” (p.2).
Rodriguez also stated that the life of U.S. born Latinos
can be explained as “living-on-the hyphen.” The hyphen
is that cultural space “where multiple levels of racial and
ethnic identification are possible” (Rodriquez, 2011, p.
53). The “hyphened existence” is an experience in which
second generation young people serve as bridges between
the dominant world in which they live and the homeland
of their first generation parents and grandparents.
However, for the hyphened individual the experience
leaves him with feelings of not belonging to either world.
Soong-Chan Rah (2009) offers another analogy by
proposing that second generation Hispanics share a triple
consciousness. “They are insiders and outsiders to the
dominant Anglo group, but also insiders and outsiders
to first generation Hispanics as well. However, they
are totally insiders only among other second and third
generation Hispanics” (p. 181). Native U.S. Latino youth
develop intercultural skills at a very early age and learn
how to live in a neither/nor mentality due to their tripleconsciousness existence. They enjoy cultural diversity but
they also thrive by belonging to a larger group of other
second and third generation Latinos. Considering that
according to the Census Bureau report (2007) Latinos
are the largest minority in the U.S., it can be asserted
that they will become the bridge culture in the North
American religious experience.

Latino Worship in the U.S.
How do Protestant Latinos worship in the United
States? What are the recurring themes in religious worship
experiences in Latino Churches in North America? A
recent article from Wazchholz (as cited in Wainwright &
Westerfield, 2006), asserted that Latin American churches
draw their worship practices from liturgical (Lutheran,
Anglican, Presbyterian) and non-liturgical (Baptists,
Congregationalists) backgrounds. Liturgical churches are
characterized by the use of “fixed cultic formulas, rites
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and procedures” (Wainright & Westerfield, 2006, p. 657).
Hispanic churches from a Mexican-American background
will tend to be heavily influenced by Roman-Catholic
preferences and practices and will be deeply rooted in
first generation Mexican culture (Gonzales, 1996). For
these congregations, which prefer to worship in Spanish,
the value of reverence in the sanctuary is equated with a
quiet and contemplative posture of worship. Therefore,
an attitude that proactively adopts emotional, physical
and high energy demonstrations of worship would be
interpreted as irreverent. Because reverence has been
entrenched as a worship value in these contexts, the
worship value of joy typically gets overlooked or trumped
by reverence.
Gonzales (1996) identifies two themes prevalent
in Latino worship in North America. The first theme
is that of the Exile in which Latinos feel that they have
been forced out of their countries of origin because of
financial, social, or political reasons. Being in a foreign
land, Hispanics often feel like exiles and pilgrims. “Esta no
es mi casa” (”this is not my home”), will be the underlying,
existential assumption. Worship services with the Exile
theme will often be characterized by a fond memory
of the past and a strong emphasis in the future, “when
things will get better.” This enables the worshipers to
cope with a difficult present situation. Hope is mixed
with sorrow in the different worship elements of the
service and nostalgia for the past and a restoration for
the future frequently receive emphasis. Aspects like social
justice, solving the problems of today in the immediate
community are important but not necessarily essential.
First generation Hispanic worshipers bring their longings,
desires, and dreams to the Lord’s Table. Adventist themes
like the Second Coming and the Judgment are strongly
welcomed under the Exile theme.
The second theme is Fiesta which is extensively
studied by Justo Gonzales (1996) and Manyard-Reid
(2000). The Fiesta theme focuses greatly on community
and the simplicity of celebrating togetherness. Fiesta
worship places a high emphasis on the performance of a
liturgical prescribed service as well as the attitudes and
participation of the worshipers. Fiesta worship gives room
for the celebration of who God is and His deeds and
doctrines. This emphasize the present in addition to the
past and the future. The Fiesta theme says, “We need to
celebrate aqui y ahora!” (Here and now!) Fiesta is about
encountering God in a way that is real and experiential.
Expressions of worship will be characterized by energy
and passion. This theme welcomes the Christian emphasis
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of social justice and the eminence of God. An Adventist
theme such as Christ in his Heavenly Sanctuary reminds
the worshiper of the ever present intercession of Christ.
Second and third generation Latinos develop
their religious experience in an environment primarily
led by first generation Hispanics. Worship preferences
among first generation immigrants are considerately
different from that of U.S. born Hispanics. In first
generation churches the dominant language is Spanish
even though young people prefer bilingual worship or
even “Spanglish.” Espinoza (2008) believes that for second
and third generation Latinos Spanglish is a medium to
express their spirituality. Because Latinos in America
have a triple consciousness that includes being insiders
in the first generation culture, they consider worship
with a Hispanic flavor to be important for their spiritual
growth. It is impossible to separate Hispanic Americans
from their Latino roots, so their worship needs Hispanic
elements and influences. Crespo (2003) believes that
attempts to separate faith and ethnicity do not favor
spiritual growth. Second and third generation Latinos
do not have to stop being Hispanic in order to experience
maturity in their walk with Christ. Latinos love a variety
of musical styles and the section below will show that
they are not fixed with a single worship style. Instead,
they measure worship styles and public service based on
authenticity, spirituality, and biblical values to determine
whether or not these help their spiritual growth. De La
Torre (2009) believes that worship that is informed by
the Latino culture provides U.S. born Hispanics with
their ethnic identity. Still, the Church needs to strategize
to assure that second and third generation Latinos are
given enough space to worship God without feeling that
first generation styles and practices are the only way to
be spiritual.

Findings from the Worship
Preferences Survey
A series of surveys and group interviews were
performed in the Lake Union Conference to identify
worship preferences among Adventist second and third
generation Latinos and traits that are effective in reaching
U.S. born Hispanics. Young second and third generation
Latinos expressed their perspectives in the following
areas: (1) Spiritual practices and language preferences; (2)
Worship and musical styles inclinations; (3) Preferences
for public worship practices; (4) Perceptions on worship
as evangelism.

Latinos that responded to the worship preferences
survey stated that language is a factor that does not
make a significant difference in their spiritual practices.
However, the findings seem to agree with Rah (2009)
in that they embrace a triple consciousness in regards to
worship. Second and third generation Latinos embrace
their bilingual skills to develop a stronger relationship
with God. For example, they sing in Spanish, English
and even Spanglish.
When it came to worship and musical styles
inclinations, participants seem to be less concerned about
the style of music or worship and more concerned with
elements of authenticity and community. Second and third
generation Latinos welcome hymns and contemporary
praise and worship songs.
Preferences for public worship practices showed that
young Latinos are more in tune with the Fiesta theme
than the Exile theme. In response to the question, “What
is the most important thing that you seek when you come
to a public worship service?” young Latinos consistently
pointed to the need to hear the voice of God in response
to practical crisis of life. For them Fiesta is the celebratory
experience where God can heal our brokenness. The lyrics
and the message contained in the songs are important
because this is how God speak to young Hispanics.
Margarita, a young Latino from Ohio who was drifting
away from God, experienced transformation when she
attended a worship concert at her local church. According
to Margarita, “The words of that song touched my heart; it
felt like God was talking to me. Since then I have grown,
and I thanked the people that sang that night and the song
choices they made. It changed me.”
Energy and passion are very important themes for
Latinos. When Latinos perceive that praise leaders lead
songs with conviction, passion, and energy, they develop a
connection with God. Lizbeth, a young adult from Indiana,
said, “God is enthusiastic and energetic; he knows how to
get my attention.” Daniel Rodriguez (2011) asserted that
the Hispanic church is the place where Latinos “naturally
and safely express our deepest and most powerful emotions
to God and to one another without concerning ourselves
with que diran?” (“What will they say?”) (p. 158). A clear
example of this is Orlando’s testimony. He attended a
worship experience in Chicago led by the praise team Calls
of Worship. Orlando said:
“I decided to raise my hand as I sang and closed
my eyes, the lead singer invited me to go up and
53

Worship Preferences and Practices to Reach Second the Third Generation Latinos

sing with them and I did. I felt full of God and
his Spirit and I was able to publicly show that I
wanted to worship Him fearlessly. I let go of my
comfort zone, and decided not to mind what
others thought of me.”
Second and third generation Latinos are not very fond
of a critical spirit and controversies that surround the issues
of worship and music. They are more interested in bringing
an offering of praise and love to God in the context of
community. They want to be blessed by inspiring music
and a Bible-based sermon.
Second and third generation Latinos perceive the
corporate Sabbath service as an opportunity for evangelism
and witnessing. There is, however, a sense of duty to
preserve the local identity of the church. Jason, from
Indiana, thought that he would feel more comfortable
inviting his friends to a conference-wide youth rally as
an introduction to Christianity before inviting them to
a worship service at his church. When Crane (2003)
conducted ethnographic research among Seventh-day
Adventist Churches in Michigan, he observed that the
worship style of traditional, first generation churches “was
similar to how Anglo Adventist would have worshipped 10
or 20 years ago. Outside of language, there is no attempt
to make it more compatible to Mexican tastes. But there
are no complains” (p. 119).
First generation Latino leaders in local churches are
still learning how to bridge the cultural gap to reach second
and third generation Latinos. There is a general disposition
to make the church an accepting worship community for
all, including second and third generation visitors, but
there is little strategizing and comprehensive efforts to
make U.S. born Latinos feel that they belong in the first
generation community, apart from accepting everything
the first generation offers. Nevertheless, participants in this
study identified the following traits for worship that reaches
them: Worship must be biblically planned, passionately
led and authentically experienced. These characteristics
help U.S.-born Latinos to experience spiritual growth and
become active disciples of Christ.

Recommendations
Even if second and third generation Latinos can serve
as “hyphens” between the dominant culture and first
generation Hispanics, I submit that local churches need
comprehensive training to bridge the gap between U.S.
born Latinos and first generation leadership in matters
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of worship and music. This paper recommends that a
follow up study be performed to determine the specific
training needs of Hispanic churches and second and third
generation Latinos. It is recommended that such study be
hosted by local conferences in the field of the Lake Union
Conference. Other union conferences in North America
might face a similar challenge and need. There is great
potential in investing time, efforts and resources in the
fastest growing population among the largest minority
in America.
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What the Church Can
and Must Do About
Modern Culture
Bjorn Karlman and Pastor Milton Marquez
Paradise Church, California

Abstract
Dealing with modern culture can challenge the church. Second and third generation Adventists
live in the midst of such a world. This article examines scripture to discover the foundation for how the
church should relate to culture. It increases understanding by identifying the important elements of
today’s culture. The conclusion shares practical principles to positively help the church deal with modern
culture and the people who live in it.

Introduction

W

hat is culture and why is it important?
If culture is like a pool in which people
swim, then understanding the pool in
which young people are swimming will
enable us to understand them and the Gospel that speaks
to them. One of the reason’s why young adults leave the
church is because the church is “either not interested
or simply clueless to their generation’s needs” (Dudley,
2000, p. 62). We propose that if we are to reach second
and third generation Adventists we must understand the
world in which they live.
This article presents a biblical approach to culture.
An exploration of several key texts will give direction in
understanding God’s relationship to culture. Then we
will identify some of the realities of current culture. In
the conclusion we will share principles to follow in the
constant dance between ministry and culture.

A Theology of Culture
For centuries, churches have use the Great
Commission found in Matthew 28 as a rallying cry. A
less popular version of the Great Commission can be
found at the end of the Gospel of Mark. Note the added
dimension in Christ’s final command when He stated,

“Go into all the world and proclaim the gospel to the
whole creation” (Mark 16:15 ESV). As we see in this verse,
it is Jesus’ command that His disciples go into the world.
There are parts of Christianity that believe it is necessary
to separate oneself from the world but Jesus is clear. His
expectation of a disciple is to go into the entire world
with the gospel message. Too easily people understand
this an only geography rather than proximity, as breadth
of coverage rather than depth of experience.
Many Christians, especially those who have the
separatist mentality, have trepidations about being
tainted by the world. Of course culture affects a person,
but we must never forget the words of Jesus in John
16:33: “In the world you will have tribulation. But take
heart; I have overcome the world.” Jesus takes a realistic
approach to culture stating that going into the world will
be challenging but it is not something to fear because
Jesus has conquered the world, including anything evil
within the world’s culture. He helps us understand that
if we enter culture under His command with the intent
on spreading the gospel under his power, we do not
have to fear.
Continuing his prayer, Jesus stated, “I do not ask
that you take them out of the world, but that you keep
them from the evil one” (John 17:15). Jesus’ prayer for
His disciples was not that they should be pulled from the
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world but that they should be protected from the enemy
while in the world. This verse, placed in the context of
what Jesus said at the close of his ministry in John 16:33,
demonstrates a consistency with Christ’s early words in
the Sermon in the Mount in which he used the metaphors
of being the salt of the world and the light of the world
(Matthew 5:13-16). As the people of God, the mission
of the church is to be light, sharing the gospel within the
culture, under the direction and protection of God the
Father. That’s why Jesus also included in his prayer for
his disciples, “Just as you sent me into the world, I am
sending them into the world” (John 17:18 NLT).
We can be confident that God’s will for us includes
reaching the world with the gospel message. But this must
be held in balance with another reality when it comes to
how we relate to culture. Jesus made this statement in
John 18:36, “My kingdom is not of this world.” Although
Christ’s desire is to reach the world with the gospel He
makes it clear that this world is not the world of Jesus.
He is coming again to establish his true kingdom. When
we think of culture we must remember that God’s desire
is not to accept all elements of culture but to transform
culture with the Gospel. Many Christians are afraid of
engaging culture because of the danger of it infiltrating
the church. But this fear cannot keep us from dialoging
with culture in an attempt to share a message that can
transform it.
In Romans 12:1-2 Paul gives the key to having the
ability to be in the world but not of the world. One must
become a living sacrifice, a disciple that is completely
surrendered to God and willing to give up his or her life.
Living in that level of surrender enables one to be in the
world without being conformed to the world.
These texts give us the understanding of how
important the connection to God is in the process of
interacting with culture. Only those who are surrendered
to God will be successful in being “transformed” rather
than “conformed.”
In 1 Corinthians chapter 1 Paul presents the reality
that the cross is foolishness to those of the world who
consider themselves to be wise. He follows this idea with
verse 27. “But God chose what is foolish in the world to
shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to
shame the strong.” Most people recognize that there are
positive and negative elements within culture. Paul helps
us understand that God will use the elements of culture
for His purposes. Moreover God is already working
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within culture to accomplish His will. When the disciple
begins to engage culture God has already been working.
We receive counsel from God on how to decipher
whether or not something is from God or from the world.
Writing about testing the spirits, John informs his readers,
“They are from the world; therefore they speak from the
world and the world listens to them. We are from God.
Whoever knows God listens to us, whoever is not from
God does not listen to us” (1 John 4:5-6 NIV?). For
Christians to successfully in engage culture, God must
be present, working within that culture. No one in the
world will be open to the message unless God is laying
the groundwork. It is God’s responsibility to prepare the
person to hear the message.
Sometimes those in church feel safe and secure from
the evils of culture by living separate from the culture. By
dressing differently, listening to different music, speaking
church talk, and modeling the expected behaviors, adults
expect that young people will automatically copy what
happens at church and ignore what happens outside
of church. Some congregations even provide alternate
social activities to fill Friday and Saturday nights with
acceptable alternatives, such as Friday Night Vespers,
Sabbath afternoon AY, Saturday night socials, church
sports leagues, banquets (with vegetarian food), etc.
In essence, these churches develop their own culture,
separate but possibly parallel to the main culture.
And this might work, as long as young people have
exposure only to the church culture and not the wider
culture. But for those who interact with the larger world,
whether it’s through school, friendships, or the ever-present
media and internet access, the church culture becomes
increasingly quaint or meaningless or unattractive. Paul
may have told the Romans, “Don’t let the world around
you squeeze you into its own mold” (Romans 12:2
Phillips), but it might seem like the church is the one
putting on the squeeze with its own mold!
God’s will is that all will come to know Him. For
that to happen the message of Jesus Christ crucified must
be shared in the entire world, across nations and in every
culture. This includes the culture in the church as well as
the culture in the world. Once this call is embraced the
next step is to understand the culture in such a way that
one is effective in communicating the gospel message.
That is what will be explored in the next section.
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Today’s Young Adult Culture
Trendwatching.com (2012) claims that young,
urban culture is today’s consumer culture. The energy,
dynamism and endlessly shifting goalposts that define
the young adult's experience may start in the heart of the
metropolis but they radiate from this source and influence
the way each of us chooses to exist. This is because the
lifeblood of today's young adult culture is a renewed
understanding of our communal need for meaning.
Inseparable from meaning is a need for community that
young adults seek with enthusiasm. In these communities,
stories provide nourishment for the soul. Stories create a
semblance of order amidst the chaos of postmodern life.
Stories are more powerful than ever and young adults
today not only want to hear their stories, they want to
shape them. This modern marketplace presents an ideal
setting for the Gospel—mined for meaning, shared
within warm community, and presented as a vivid and
untiring story.
Meaning. Young adult culture rejects the ownership
claims of traditional sources to truth. Organized religion,
with its carefully defined articulations of truth, does not
bring the peace that it did for past generations. Instead,
these aging institutions look like crumbling former
greats that sought to control public opinion. Wars, ugly
politics, scandals, molestation and coercion only fuel
the perception of religious institutions as having missed
the mark.
The search for meaning and the mission of our
Church in this new era must transcend these currently
outdated and misguided sources. In this new spiritual
marketplace nobody has all of the truth and meaning
can be derived from the spiritual explanation that you
find true. Does Hindu chanting do it for you? If so, then
chant away. Does Greek Orthodox Christianity turn you
on? Great, go for it. Prefer a North American spin on Zen
Buddhism? More power to you! How about elements
of all three along with a solid antiwar stance? Now that
sounds balanced. Modern religion and meaning-seeking
(out with the old-fashioned "truth seeking"!) allow for
a mix-and-match on a veritable smorgasbord of nonbinding options. Come to the table, you get to mix
the ingredients yourself. Feel free to toss the resulting
creation—if it turns out to be unsavory, the smorgasbord
has so much more.
Openness must be the starting point for conversation
about meaning to even start. With evaluations based on

things that are solely subjective and personal, individuality
reigns. Until meaning becomes personal, the current
generation of young adults rarely cares about what may
have been voted as “truth” sometime in the past. What
has meaning now counts far more than what had meaning
bygone eras. Those shocked by such seemingly shallow
and transitory measurement tools need to first stop and
listen. Perhaps that can help them share what has been
personally meaningful and has stood the test of time.
Community. The above mentality may seem
irresponsible to the traditional religious mind, but it is
just the start of the story of young adult culture's take on
spirituality. Community is central to a sense of meaning
in today. Truth and meaning is found less in fundamentals
of belief and more in the practice of communal worship
(Faith House Manhattan Mission Statement, 2012).
Whether it is a meditation room, Gregorian chanting
or foot washing and communion on Sabbath, there is
something about the practice of shared spirituality and
ritual that nourishes the modern soul. Fewer feel the need
for a rational, watertight argument to "seal the deal" for
them on spirituality. Rather, the practice and discipline of
worshiping within community is attractive and satisfying.
Young adult culture has a desperate need to belong, to
feel part of something bigger and find companionship.
This sense of community is often found in groups online
but many feel the need to have a physical community
that they can call their own. They may not necessarily
believe the orthodox articulation of a group's belief system
when they choose to join. They are often joining out of
a desire for community.
Stories. Stories drive communities and fascinate the
young urban adventurer. No, they do not want to be
told that this story is The Truth, the metanarrative that
transcends all else, but they are hungry for stories that
illustrate life and provide structure for meaning. Stories
inspire and allow for personal interpretation. The need
for stories is as current as it is ancient and they are what
make sense of the chaos out there. The constant stream
of bad news served by world events and politics can be
counteracted by a beautiful, life-giving story that calms,
inspires and emboldens listeners for the good. The
beauty of story and narrative is that it is not only about
something that has happened in the past. Stories continue
to be written. Young adults want to be part of the writing
of this story. As they find meaning in community and
stories, they want to be part of the future stories that
emerge from their new communities of faith. Renewed
interest in social justice, international human rights, and
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sustainable living often define communities and narratives
in which young adults have decided to invest. This is to
be celebrated.

Conclusion
Considering God’s will to reach culture and the
reality of what it offers as a challenge and a blessing we
suggest some approaches to engaging culture for the
purpose of fulfilling the call to reach the world with the
Gospel message.
Offering Meaning. The Christian, Adventist
worldview can no longer stand on the laurels of its place
in history and doctrinal soundness. The time has come
for our denomination to state clearly what Adventism has
to offer today’s world. Culture searches all options to find
meaning for life and Adventism is one of the options.
Does what Adventism offers make sense as it applies to
the lives of this generation? Dudley tells us that many
young adults are frustrated with the level of superficiality
and shallowness found in the church (Dudley, 2000). We
can offer young adults in today’s culture true meaning
from the experiences of Adventists who have lived out
their faith in this wider culture. Dialogue and interchange
opens the door for each Adventist Christian to articulate
the meaning he or she has extracted from following God
on the unique Adventist path. This approach is one that
can happen anywhere this is openness to listen and to
speak. This provides a sacred place for a person to share
with another person one’s unique journey with Christ.
Offering Community. Community begins with open
arms, which gives permission for anyone, even those who
feel unworthy, to approach the group confidently. The act
of dialoging with culture shows an attitude of acceptance
and a willingness to listen. This openness doesn’t blindly
condone whatever is spoken. It simply supports the
expectation that each person deserves the respect to be
heard and to think to one’s self.
Unfortunately, many Christians are not known for
their tolerance. In UnChristian, the authors reveal that
young adults “believe Christians are trying, consciously or
not, to justify feelings of moral and spiritual superiority”
(Kinnaman & Lyons, 2007, p. 182). A judgmental
approach to culture will put the disciple at a disadvantage
in the ever-growing competition to gain attention for
one’s message to the world. Remember that the clubs,
sports bars, cafes and the Internet are already ahead of
the church in creating the modern version of community.
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With an attitude of acceptance, understanding, and
love, the church can surpass these incomplete versions
of community and provide a fellowship that helps them
stay aligned with God (Lyons, 2010, p. 163).
Offering An Unforgettable Story. In the search for
meaning, the young adult culture looks to stories to
understand the world. The story of God is one that
inspires, gives meaning and tells the individual that they
are not alone. They have a God that loves them, died
for them and created a community of faith for them to
live in forever. This is the type of story that our current
culture longs to hear. To add to this reality, a young adult
wants to understand how he or she fits into the story. Our
understanding of history, or “The Great Controversy” if
you will, is that each of us is part of the story that is being
written about this world. Each plays a part that has been
especially designed for us. This story must be presented
as a structure that gives meaning to modern life and the
current global realities. “Without a story to tell, there is
no faith; without a language to tell our story, Christianity
remains on mute – and the church’s missional imagination
atrophies” (Dean, 2010, p. 156).
Ultimately, the work of the disciple is to reach
the world with the message of Jesus Christ. To do that
work completely means we must engage the culture
and converse with it. To do that effectively one must
understand today’s culture and find common ground.
God is already working within the culture to open doors
to hear the story of his son. The Christian’s job is to be
authentic, inclusive, listen, and tell the story of Jesus.
These are our greatest tools in our mission to share the
gospel message with the entire world.
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Abstract
Latino evangelism and church planting has traditionally focused on reaching first generation immigrant families from Spanish speaking countries. North American Division statistics demonstrate that
the vast majority of Latino baptisms and membership are first generation Latinos. Yet the majority of
Latinos in the U.S. are second and third generation, born in the United States. Generational differences
make it clear that U.S. born Latinos cannot be reached with the same methods that are typically used
with first generation Latinos.
Through a partnership with the Seventh-day Adventist conferences in the Chicago area and the Lake
Union we are proposing a strategy to plant a new church that ministers to second and third generation
Latinos. This includes starting with a core group of bicultural and bilingual Latinos who have a passion
to reach out to this people group. It also includes church planting instruction, coaching, and networking.
The Lake Union leadership would like other Latino churches with English proficiency to implement a
refined version of this approach to sharing the Gospel.

Introduction

U

.S. born native Latinos (people born or raised
from a young age in the United States) are a
unique segment of the American population.
Having been born and raised in New York
City by Puerto Rican parents I always knew that, due to
my being surrounded by the American culture and my
almost exclusive command of English, I had different
perspectives from that of my parents and their generation
of friends and family. When I was sixteen years old I
joined a Latino Seventh-day Adventist church in the
Bronx. As I became involved in that local church I could
clearly see that, despite the strong support the pastor and
the older members gave to the youth, there were obvious
differences in perspectives between first and second
generations Latinos.
When I began working for the Lake Union
Conference, I had opportunity to visit many Latino

churches. When I checked on how the youth were doing.
I noticed that many of the pastors and lay leaders did not
speak English very well. As a result, they were limited in
understanding the needs of the U.S. native Latino youth
in their congregations. I also noticed in several Latino
congregations that adults outnumbered the youth who
attended the weekly Adventist Youth programs, which
were typically presented in Spanish.
In response to my growing concern I explored ways
to reach U.S. native Latino youth. The Lake Union
Conference organized and sponsored a June, 2010 a youth
congress at Andrews University called Conectate (which
in English means Connect). Unlike past youth congresses,
this particular event targeted second and third generation
Latino youth from churches. All the speakers and music
and programming were done in both Spanish and English
and seminars were designed around the unique needs of
U.S. born Latinos. Over 800 young people attended the
weekend event onsite and hundreds more watched via
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live webcasts. The baptism of 20 Latino youth the last
day was the highlight of the entire weekend.
In June of 2011 the Lake Union also sponsored a
Youth Leadership training weekend Once again, the
target group was U.S. born Latino youth. Over 350 youth
leaders attended and I could see from their reactions
that there was a lot of active interest and participation
in the event.
Both of these experiences were a clear revelation to
me that U.S. born Latinos can be reached for Christ,
provided a clear, strategic plan can be developed and
implemented. In consultation with several Latino
leaders in our union and the North American Division
I decided it was time to explore the possibility to pilot
a church plant in Chicago to reach this unique segment
of the Latino population. The purpose of this paper is
to present the rationale for the need of such a church
plant and the general principles that need to be applied
to make it happen. To help understand the urgent need
to reach out to this population I will first present some
important demographic information.

Generational Statistics of Latinos
In 2009 there were over 18 million foreign born
Latinos and 30.2 million native born Latinos, revealing
that native born Latinos made up a majority (62.9
percent) of the total Latino population (Pew Hispanic
Center, 2009). Also in 2009 the average age of foreign
born Latinos was 38, while the average age of native born
was 17 and the average age of a Caucasian was 41 (Pew
Hispanic Center, 2009).
Language Usage. According to the findings of the
“2002 National Survey of Latinos,” 61% of native born
Latinos were English dominant and another 35% were
bilingual, while only four percent were Spanish dominant
(Pew Hispanic Center, 2002). Five years later, the Pew
Hispanic Center found that 88% of native born Hispanics
were English dominant and 44% were bilingual (Pew
Hispanic Center, 2007). With fertility births for Latino
women in 2007 being much higher than non-Latino
women (84 births per thousand compared to 63 births per
thousand), one would expect the percentages of Latinos
being English dominant will continue to increase (Pew
Hispanic Center, 2008).
Attitudes and Relationships. First generation Latinos
are more likely to express conservative views than second
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generation Latinos (Pew Hispanic Center, 2004). In
addition, foreign born Latinos tend to marry within their
ethnic group while second and third generation Latinos
have a higher probability of marrying outside of their
ethnic group (Suro & Passel, 2003).
Identity. Few people know that the Spanish colonized
America before the English. Europeans from Spain settled
in St. Augustine, Florida 42 years before the English
founded Jamestown, Virginia (Ochoa, 2001). Yet despite
their early arrival to the United States, many Latinos do
not feel at home with the majority culture. This is true
for Latinos whose dominant language is English. The
reality is that U.S. born Latinos are caught between two
worlds, between the Hispanic culture of their heritage and
the dominant English culture in which they were born.
While there is a high degree of acculturation among U.S.
natives, many desire to still retain their Latino heritage.
By speaking “Spanglish” they are able to mix the language
of their dominant culture and also include the language
of their parents and ancestors (Morales, 2002).
Latino Adventist Statistics. Ricardo Norton, Director
of the Hispanic Ministries department for the Seventhday Adventist Theological Seminary, has shown that
the majority of Hispanics in the Adventist Church in
North America are first generation Adventists. With 71
percent of the membership being first generation, and
77 percent of baptisms coming from the first generation,
the Seventh-day Adventist Church has much to celebrate
when it comes to the first generation (Norton, 2011).
On the other hand, this exposes a vast gap of neglect in
reaching or retaining U.S. born Hispanics. These startling
statistics indicate that a course correction must be done
to reach this much people group that has been taken for
granted or simply ignored by church leaders.

Proposed Strategy for Planting an English
Proficient Latino Church
All 36 Hispanic Seventh-day Adventist churches
in the Chicago area target Spanish dominant Latinos.
Church growth among Latinos in the Lake Union began
in Chicago over 65 years ago and has been consistently
successful in leading thousands to join the Seventh-day
Adventist church (Vasquez, 2000). Because of that
success, it has been easy to unconsciously ignore a major
segment of the Latino population. That must change.
Conference leadership dialogues and decisions. The Lake
Union began a dialogue with the Hispanic coordinators
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from both the Lake Region and Illinois conferences over
this issue. These leaders established a consensus to give
special effort to reach U.S. born Hispanics in each of the
conferences. The Lake Union shared with the Illinois
conference president the concept of planting an English
proficient Latino church. After considerable discussion,
local conference leaders approved the project.
Core group. A key ingredient to any church plant is
the establishment of a core group (Evans, 2011). In our
context a core group of bilingual, bicultural Latinos from
the Chicago area must be formed who have a passion for
reaching their own generation. Ideally this core group
will consist of deeply spiritual people, some of whom
would have the characteristics of people described in
the book The Tipping Point as connectors, mavens and
salesmen (Gladwell, 2002). The Lake Union will train
this core group by connecting them with NADEI and
with Seventh-day Adventist pastors from different parts
of the country who are experienced in planting English
proficient Latino churches.
This core group will also meet on a weekly basis to
pray, study the Bible and focus on the five step process
Christ utilized in reaching people with the Gospel, as
described in the writings of Ellen White the principles of
what true ministry is all about as described in the book
Ministry of Healing (White, 1970, p. 143):
“Christ’s method alone will give true success in
reaching the people. The Savior mingled with
men as on who desired their good. He showed
His sympathy for them, ministered to their
needs, and won their confidence. The he bade
them, ‘Follow Me.’”
Additional training for church planting and retention
can be gleaned from current literature and resources. For
example, seven steps for church planting (Malphurs, 2004)
specifies discovering the church’s core values, developing
a mission statement, conducting an environmental scan,
developing a vision, developing a strategy, implementing
that strategy and performing evaluation. Once the church
plant is established they will be encouraged to join the
Churches of Refuge (COR) network and to apply the nine
COR values as part of their mission strategy (Whitehead
& Boyd, 2009).
Church to Serve as a Bridge for Non-Latinos to Join.
According to a report by the Congressional Research Service
(2011) the population of the United States is becoming

more racially and ethnically diverse, to the extent that
by midcentury minorities will be the majority of the
population. That will create a challenge regarding how
to best share the gospel in such a changing landscape.
According to Daniel Rodriguez (2011) U.S. born Latinos
are bicultural, which puts them in the unique position
to bridge the linguistic, cultural and religious divide
between the Hispanic and non-Hispanic communities
in the Unites States. Orlando Crespo (2003) believes
that because of their biculturalism, U.S. born Hispanics
can serve as interpreters of different worlds to those who
cannot fully understand or appreciate them and thus be
valuable agents for reconciliation. This explains why
English proficient Latino churches that currently exist
in different parts of the country tend to attract nonLatino people from a variety of cultural backgrounds.
The Lake Union strongly urges the new church plant to
fully appreciate its biculturalism so that the church can
be an inviting place which warmly embraces people from
any cultural background.

Conclusion
In the book of Revelation we see a beautiful
description of the people who are part of the restored
kingdom of God:
(Revelation 7:9-10 MKJV) After these things I
looked, and lo, a great multitude, which no man
could number, out of all nations and kindreds
and people and tongues, stood before the throne
and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes,
with palms in their hands. And they cried with a
loud voice, saying, Salvation to our God sitting
on the throne, and to the Lamb.
There is no doubt that the presence of this great
multitude is the direct result of the command given by
our Lord to make disciples of all nations (Matthew 28.19)
and the call of the first angel of Revelation 14 to take the
everlasting gospel to ever nation, kindred, tongue and
people (Revelation 14:6).
The research shows that Seventh-day Adventist
members of the majority culture are getting older and
their churches are growing at a slower pace than the
Latino churches. I agree with Rodriguez when he says
that born again, U.S. native Latinos are the answer to
the church’s prayers for laborers to work in the harvest
(Rodriguez, 2011). It is time that the church fully
embrace the demographic transition that is taking place
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in our church and our nation and make every effort to
bring to reality the words of God’s servant:
“Therefore God wants the different
nationalities to mingle together, to be one in
judgment, one in purpose. Then the union that
there is in Christ will be exemplified (White,
1948, pp. 180-181).”
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If Religion = Restrictve,
"I'm Leaving It!"
"Well, I'm Changing It!"
Say the Two Millenials:

Welcome to the Second and Third
Generation Rebels
Filip Milosavljevic

Second and third generation young adult Christians have rebelled against the church of their parents,
against the status quo. Therefore, in a simple two-group understanding, they have either left the church
altogether or have chosen to cope by personalizing their faith. In response to these two “rebellious” groups,
older generations have either pulled in their reigns against apostasy of the latter group or have chosen to
exclude the mavericks and forget those considered to be “weak” who have left the ranks. What do leaders
do with the alarming statistics regarding those who have left, and what do they do with the ever-changing
milieu of how the church looks with the few who have stayed but have chosen to alter the tried and true
paths? I suggest two things for those working with “rebellious” millennials, 1) Let those who want to
leave…leave, but leave with hope and 2) give those who want change… change, but change with support.

Background

R

ebel (noun) – 1. revolutionary, insurgent,
mutineer, guerrilla, terrorist, freedom fighter;
2. nonconformist, iconoclast, maverick
(Lindberg, 2004)

This paper is written from the perspective of an
Eastern European immigrant raised as a pastor’s kid in
America in a conservative Adventist home. I draw on
my own background and cultural setting as well as some
research and analysis regarding youth and young adults
in the light of second and third generation Adventism. I
have simplified my grouping of those who are considered
“rebels” to two groups: those who leave and those who
change. This chapter does not include traditional,
content, or “go-with-the-flow” Adventist young people.
This chapter focuses on the young “rebels.”

Introduction: The Rebels
According to Twenge (2006), author of Generation
Me, this generation could care less about approval as
it relates to the norm or what is accepted. They have
grown up hearing, “Be who you want to be” and “be
unique; be different.” Customizing religion to what
they want it to be, or apathy towards it is, should come
as no surprise. “My beliefs are different,” a young adult
may say in response to adults who shake their head at
this different, young “rebel.” The young adult goes on
to say, “This is what I believe, it’s what’s right for me, so
deal with it.” Such a line from a young person might
sound brash or a little out of line or contrary to the status
quo, but is it really? Leaders should not be surprised to
realize that millennials, the term for those born from
1980-2000 (Ranier & Rainer, 2011), are seeking to
customize religion by making it their own. Even though
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the thought of change scares most staunch, hardline
pioneers in Adventist churches, they should be glad that
some millennials are even willing to stick with religion,
with Adventism, and make it their own. These “rebels” do
not want to live off of the faith of their parents anymore.
And this is not necessarily a bad thing.
While one group seeks to customize the traditional
way things have always been done, another simply does
not care anymore. They are disenfranchised, hurt, bored,
lured by the world. These “rebels” leave. Kenda Creasy
Dean (2010, p. 3), publishing a pastoral and youth
ministry perspective from the research led by Smith &
Denton (2005), begins her book saying,
Let me save you the trouble. Here is the gist of
what you are about read: American young people
are, theoretically, fine with religious faith—but
it does not concern them very much, and it is
not durable enough to survive long after they
graduate from high school. One more thing:
we’re responsible.
How should one feel, especially a pastor or parent
or teacher, who realizes that much of the time young
people spent in church, bible studies, Sabbath School,
and worship is simply an “enduring” process because
they really are not that interested? It seems that once
they get the choice, after they are out of the home or
the church school, their faith will not survive. A study
by the Barna Group (Kinnaman & Lyons, 2007, p. 27)
revealed similar experiences for young adults within the
church (second and third generations),
Spirituality is important to young adults, but
many consider it just one element of a successful,
eclectic life. Fewer than one out of ten young
adults mention faith as their top priority…many
young people who were involved in a church as
a teenager disengage from church life and often
from Christianity at some point during early
adulthood, creating a deficit of young talent,
energy, and leadership in many congregations…
our tracking research suggests that today young
people are less likely to return to church later,
even when they become parents.
Those who hope their lost “rebel” child or youth
group member will return face a slim chance such hope
will become reality. Religion was not only restrictive to
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these “rebels,” it was something that caused either a deep
aversion or it did absolutely nothing for them. Who in
their right mind would even want to return?
This raises a number of questions. How much
should the Seventh-day Adventist Church worry about
these second and third generation “rebels”? Should we
alter our beliefs to try to appeal to the rebels? Should we
make changes or concessions to how church is done? Do
we need to take a new stand against potential counterfeit
gospels that target those already leaving? Do we need
to discover new wine for new wineskins? Or should
we just stick with those who stay and not worry about
those who leave? What is truly important in sustaining
growth from middle school to adulthood for those who
grow up in the church? Finally, how can we ensure we
are properly “teaching and training our children in the
way they should go, so that when they are old they won’t
depart from it” (Prov. 22.6)?
Consider the following three things that might be
the cause for us to lose our relevance as a church to these
“rebels.”

1. Hypocrite!
Respected Adventist youth ministry statistician,
Roger Dudley (2011) exposes the potential hypocrisy
with some of the church’s standards. Considering 10
behavioral standards and the level of agreement young
people have with these, Dudley found at least threefourths in agreement not to use tobacco, drugs, alcohol;
and agree to dressing modestly; Sabbath observance;
and no sex outside of marriage. But when it came to not
wearing cosmetic jewelry, listening to rock music, dancing
and attending movie theaters, only a minority were in
agreement with the traditional Seventh-day Adventist
standards. Dudley (2011) concluded:
If these last four standards really do have a
Biblical base, and if they continue to be relevant
to Adventism, then the church, and especially
youth ministries leaders, will need to find
ways through study and dialogue to lead to a
commitment on the part of young adults to
these standards. Otherwise, they should be
removed from the list, for standards that are
proclaimed but not practiced only lead to charges
of hypocrisy.
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This illustrates one of the ways hypocrisy shows
itself—we emphasize one thing, then do another. Such is
the case many times in church and home settings, as well
as in Adventist schools. Although the issues may vary,
hypocrisy kills no matter where it happens. Hypocrisy
devalues everything for which the church stands.
Hypocrisy also shows itself when church people make
poor choices. News spreads quickly when a pastor leaves
a spouse for the church secretary, or it becomes public
knowledge that the elder abuses his children, or the youth
leader drinks and goes to clubs, or the parents do not
actually have personal devotions like they tell their kids
to do. Relational ruptures make the current generation
sensitive to breakdowns with people, especially in church,
since millennials value the advice and friendship of
older adults and parents more than previous generations
(Ranier & Ranier, 2011). Leaders and mature members
who damage those vital relationships by hypocritical
lifestyles undercut their influence in the lives of young
people. This leads the “rebels” to ask, “If the church does
not make that much of a difference in how they are living,
why would it make much of a difference in my life?”

2. Authentic Jesus Living
First, second, and third generation kids, youth, young
adults, parents, educators, adults, leaders, pastors all need
trust—trust that you and I will be who we say we are.
We need authenticity. We need it in the church. And
we expect the church to help us in this endeavor. Failure
in this seems to devastate many. Success seems to impact
only a few. We expect and hope that the gospel really will
transform. We desire a gospel that lifts up Jesus so that
all will drawn to Him (John 12.32). Jim Hohnberger
(2005, p. 83-84) hints at this when he spoke to a group
of pastors one day,
Once I was invited to speak to a group of
ministers…What should I say when addressing
the “experts”? As I stood at that podium, I said,
“I wish every time a minister stood in the pulpit,
a big screen would come down behind him and
show how he led his life in the preceding week—
how he acted in his home with his children and
his wife, how he responded to temptations and
trials. Would you get up and preach if those
were the conditions?”
“No!” the ministers responded.

“Then my friends, you have not found the
gospel. Jesus would have had no problem with
such a condition, nor should we. He knew His
actions were just as straight and pure as His
doctrines.
“I am not saying we should all be spiritual
supermen who never fail, but God’s desire for
us is that failure should be the exception rather
than the rule in our lives. Further, when we do
fail, He wants us to get back up and continue
on our life journeys with Him, not wallow in
self-pity.”
Young people need to see authentic Christians.
Authenticity does not mean perfection, but authenticity
does mean that how we act in our everyday lives at home
and work should be the same at church. When young
people who grew up in the church see men and women
who are living transformed lives everyday because of Jesus,
we will see young people who desire to be part of the
church and who want their children to be part of it, too.
About a year ago my wife and I were in the car
listening to a podcast testimony of a man who told of how
he attended two churches for over three years—one an
Adventist church, the other a non-denomination Sunday
church. The Adventist church fed him intellectually
and made him seem like a good Adventist. The nondenominational Sunday church fed his craving for
authentic worship and meaningful relationships centered
in Jesus. The speaker felt alive and loved and he met Jesus
at the Sunday church. Imagine that!
A young adult friend of mine told me a similar
experience one day when he said he was going to church
that night. He noticed my perplexed look since there
was no service at our Adventist church that evening.
Apprehensively, he said he was going to the nondenominational Sunday church about fifteen minutes
away. “The people really like me there, and love me,
and I need that,” he said with a sad and solemn look.
His eyes showed disappointment in our church, but also
embarrassment that he had to find community elsewhere.

3 . D i f f e r i n g Va l u e s a n d a L a c k o f
Internalized Truth
The changing values of this new generation have
altered what we view as supremely important in our
lives. Knowing that Jesus Christ is one’s Savior no
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longer marks the highest value. What counts now is
how knowing God as one’s Savior can be incorporated
into a Millennial’s greatest values, everyday lifestyle and
struggles. According to Holmes (1977, p. 40), “…a man
is ruled not by what he knows but by what he most loves
as a whole person and with his whole heart. Knowledge
is tied to our personal involvements: it is not impersonal
nor detached.” In past generations people viewed God
as a ruling tyrant, an impersonal being to be feared and
revered. In contrast, the current generation has grown
up with a “Jesus is my homeboy ©” mentality, which
emphasizes relationship more than reverence.
Older generations emphasize reverence while younger
generations feel drawn to relationship. Trying to bring
these together often results in cognitive dissonance
for both generations. Those who favor the relational
perspective might speak of reverence, but not demonstrate
it as a core value. The same could be said of those who
place a higher value on reverence than relationship.
When Adventism gets passed on from one generation
to the next by imparting information to the head only,
the heart continues untouched. The current generation
operates from the heart. Truth must have an anchor and
experience there. When the second and third generations
sense a lack of heart in Adventism, they turn to God
apart from Adventism. This further contributes to a
spirituality that differs from previous generations, which
is not necessarily wrong. Yet, if the divide grows wider,
the church will grow smaller and weaker.

Two “Rebellious” Millenials, Two “Rebellious”
Ideas: Leave With Hope—Change With
Support
A number of second and third generation young
adult Christians have rebelled against the church of
their parents. They have either left the church altogether
or have chosen to cope by creating a separate and
personalized faith. In response to these two “rebellious”
groups, older generations shake their heads in disgust or
disappointment regarding those who leave and attempt
to correct those who have created their own faith. But
if this church is going to be relevant, it needs to rethink
how it is doing in sharing, teaching, and discipling
followers of Jesus, not followers of Adventism. I know
countless young people who know the Adventist lingo:
vespers, haystacks, engagement watch (not ring!), “Happy
Sabbath,” no Sabbath jobs, the “Spirit of Prophecy,”
vegeburgers, and Sunday laws, but they have absolutely
no clue how to have a personal friendship with Jesus.
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We have taught them Adventism, but we haven’t taught
them Jesus. Therefore, they will act like “rebels” and
leave, or change.
I suggest two things to those working with “rebellious”
millennials, 1) let those who want to leave…leave, but
leave with hope and 2) give those who want change…
change, but change with support.

Leave: With Hope
Some counseling professionals believe that adolescent
emancipation with potential rejection of authority figures
might be necessary or even expected in the growth process
towards achieving one’s personal identity. I agree, to an
extent. But to make this a healthy transition in the church
we need to make sure that “the religious experiences
during the formative years are as satisfying and enriching
as we can possibly make them” (Tegeson, 1962, p. 143).
The problem is that we failed to do just that. Those
early years were not satisfying and they were far from a
meaningful or enriching process for the “rebel.” So now
we are in an emergency.
Hospitals respond to serious illness and accidents
by having a portion of the hospital designated as ICU—
Intensive Care Unit. In order for these potentially fatal
patients to survive and to stabilize, medical personnel
place them in the ICU for access to the best resources
in the hospital and to provide constant monitoring and
surveillance.
Perhaps we should have ICU portions of our church
for the rebels. When a young person chooses to leave,
we cannot and should not try to entertain them while
their heart is not there. Those who try the entertainment
model end up condoning apathy and perpetuating the
cycle of building weak Christians with a weak faith. In
the end, they will still leave, in this generation or the
next. We see this happening now. I say, “Let them
leave.” Why try to imprison them? Yet we cannot
consider this without an ICU–an Intensive Care Unit.
We need a spiritual Intensive Care Unit pumping hope
through their veins. This must be done practically, not
only from a distance or in silence. Each church must
be in prayer for the resources—God, human, financial,
presence, community—and the desire to be a spiritual
ICU that somehow stays connected with them while
they are absent from the building, but not absent from
the Body of the Church.
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Change: With Support
Change is not necessarily a bad thing. Many
consider young people to be “rebels” when they change
how worship is done in the church, or dress differently,
or observe Sabbath in non-traditional ways, or seem
unconcerned about some church doctrines. Instead of
pigeon-holing people into either “loyal Adventists” or
the category of “rebels,” let’s come together and agree
to dialogue, confess our inconsistencies, and identify
what is central bedrock compared to what is peripheral
or disputable. Let’s ask how this relates to Jesus and
our commitment to him. In this spirit and practice of
on-going dialogue, we are able to provide support, even
to rebels!
We can show support by inviting participation in
church ministry from an early age. Older generations
can serve as mentors without expecting exact replicas as
young people are shown how to do ministry and then are
given enough liberty to make it their own. Another way
to show support is to be intentionally multigenerational.
The Body of Christ isn’t uniform, but it works together.
What it shares in common is Christ, not merely one
generation’s understanding of Christ. Older generations
show support by releasing their power, money, influence,
and other resources into the hands of younger generations,
including rebels. Challenge them to take the lead and
to explore new areas that previous generations haven’t
dared to attempt. Tell them, “Even if it means failure, go
for it! Fail and try again. Succeed and watch me smile.
Build what was not, and create what should have been.
I will give you advice, but only if you ask. We will be
with you.” Will they fail, sure, but they will win even
more (Kinnaman, 2011)! Let God do for the “rebels”
what He did with you when you were young. Pray for
humility and courage to let go, and truly let God do what
He needs to do with this young generation.
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Conclusion
I think the greater question to ask is, “Are leaders
afraid that these ‘rebels’ will leave the church, or that
they will leave Jesus?” If “rebels” leave because we did not
teach them enough about doctrine, we may have failed.
But if they leave without ever having a relationship with
Jesus, then we have really failed and the blood will be on
our hands (Ez. 33). If “rebels” feel compelled to leave, let
them do so with hope by connectedness. And empower
the other “rebels” to change your church by supplying
support. After all, that’s what Jesus did with his followers.
67

Christian Adventism vs
Cultural Adventism:

A First Generation Adventist's
Endeavor to Raise Her Fourth
Generation Children
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Abstract
Even the best Christian programming, education, and church activities are no substitute for an individual having a saving encounter with Christ, then being discipled and mentored by authentic Christian
parents and authentic Christian church leaders. These parents and leaders must show repentance when
wrong, process through the struggles of the Christian journey with young people (where appropriate),
and love them unconditionally as they express their intrinsic joy in their relationship with Christ and
impart truth and precepts to their children.
This chapter will assemble information from several books, internet research, and individual interviews in order to establish what is generally working in Christian Adventist homes and in the Adventist
culture to keep or bring young Adventists to a deeper relationship with Christ. It will also identify what
is not working. The greatest influences in young people’s acceptance of Christianity is a healthy life in
both the family and the church, where people live out an authentic Christianity and possess a firm
apologetic foundation

M

illions of dollars have been squandered.
Years of prayers have seemingly been
for naught. The time, money, energy
and effort of Christian teachers, parents,
youth pastors, Sabbath School teachers, and parents
have been rendered void. The statistics are frightening
and are indicative of tsunami-sized issues that should
be addressed. Our young people are leaving the church
in droves. According to Roger Dudley (2000) in Why
Our Teenagers Leave the Church, anywhere from 40-50%
of Adventist teens will leave the church by their midtwenties. If one is looking for some small ray of sunshine,
at least it is not quite the 60% (Barna, 2006) to 88%
(Walker, 2002) of twentysomethings leaving the church
that Protestantism as a whole is experiencing. However,
the numbers are simply too large to ignore. Statistics this
large seem to be indicative of systemic problems. Let’s

dissect the problem in order to see if we can address the
needs of our young people.

The Problem: Cultural Adventism
The concept of Cultural Adventism does not appear
to be one given much thought or study, as evidenced
by the minute amount written about it. Finding a
clear definition of a Cultural Adventist is no small
feat. Clifford Goldstein (2005) suggests that a Cultural
Adventist is one that was raised and educated in the
church but who, by his own admission, takes “exception
to many of the church’s theological beliefs and religious
practices.” However, James Coffin (2011) did a better
job of classifying Cultural Adventists as those who do not
question doctrine; those who find comfort in Adventism
because that is where they grew up and where their
family and friends are; those who are satisfied being a
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part of “The Remnant Church” and “The Truth,” even
though they may not be able to tell others why. Although
Goldstein’s definition was wanting, I also found the idea
of Cultural Adventism as incomprehensible as he did.
Maybe that is because of our shared first generation
Adventist Christian experience.
It seems that subsequent generations lack the passion,
conviction, and fervor of first-generation Adventists.
I believe that it is because subsequent generations are
brought up in a tradition that is full of biblical knowledge,
but are not led from a belief in Truth to being convicted
of Truth. Why is believing not enough anymore? It is
not enough because believing in something in modern
young people’s minds is subjectively based upon what is
right for each individual. What is right for you may not
be what is right for me. What our young people need is
conviction of Truth. In the insightful book Beyond Belief
to Conviction, Josh McDowell (2002, p. 21) gives a good
description of what it takes to move young people from
belief to conviction.
“Our kids need a deeply held belief in God and
His Word, a belief that will root and ground
them in the faith so that no matter what tests
or trials or storms may come their way, they
will stand strong. We’re talking about a belief
that goes so deep that it unlocks the secret to
one’s very own identity, purpose, and destiny in
life. It is a belief that can equip our children to
become ‘twenty-first century gladiators’ who can
enter the arena of an antagonistic culture and
not crumble under its pressure.”
A survey of the research seems to point to four basic
components, or systemic issues, that wedge themselves
between our young people accepting the beliefs of our
church and being convicted of the truth of these beliefs.
I believe this may reveal what has led to a mass exodus
of young people.
Lack of Authenticity of Church Members. Young
people place their priorities in relationships (Dudley,
2000) and action (Elmore, 2010). Therefore, when
relationships are based on legalistic rules, coupled with no
genuine love or outreach, the situation is a ripe breeding
ground for contempt and withdrawal.
Young people are highly sensitive to hypocrisy. Many
times they see that their parents and church leaders
hold them to a certain standard without explaining
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the standard. Memorizing the right answers or merely
behaving in the expected manner lacks the process of
learning to make choices related to standards. Compliance
seems more important than obedience. Young people
tend to verbalize a high priority in serving the needy
(Elmore, 2010). When a family or church group lacks
outreach to those perceived as needy, young people label
such Christianity as inauthentic. When adults express
a judgmental attitude towards those that do not “fall in
line,” young people consider them to be intolerant—an
incredible taboo to the current generation.
Judgmental, Cold Congregations. Closely related
to the last point is that young people feel they are
keenly watched and judged for any infringement in the
establishment’s standards and mores (Dudley, 2000). In
the landmark book, The Disconnected Generation (2000),
Josh McDowell explained the concept that rules without
relationships result in rebellion. Dudley (2000) shared
that one of the most prominent themes that has risen
from his research is that young people are disturbed by
being judged in four main areas: music, dancing, movies,
and jewelry. These frustrations of outside pressures to
follow certain rules in order to be accepted create a wall
between young people and those setting the standard.
A Lack of Mentoring or Discipling. One of the more
interesting points that the research seems to support
is that the lack of discipleship from parents, primarily,
and church leadership, secondarily, is a factor of why
our young people leave the church. Christian parents
have the responsibility to create good buttresses in the
lives of their children. Such buttresses include Christian
education, participation in Adventurers and Pathfinders,
regular attendance at Sabbath School and Church, and
ensuring they understand all 28 fundamental beliefs.
Although each of these activities can build strong faith
in our children, we miss the mark when we use these
to throw biblical information at our children instead of
processing biblical information with our children. This
reveals the need for discipleship.
Inability to know why we believe what we believe. We
are instructed in 1 Peter 3:15 to be ready at all times to
give a reason for our hope. Seventh-day Adventists are
better equipped than many young people as to the biblical
basis for the hope God gives them. However, they are
rarely prepared to enter into the general marketplace of
ideas to defend that hope or their faith with those that
have never heard the message of Christ or are hostile
to Christianity. They would benefit from learning
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about apologetics in addition to their faith and hope.
Apologetics is giving proof, reason, or evidence as to why
we believe what we believe (McDowell, 2009).
There are many of our young people that are brought
up in an Adventist home, attend Adventist private
institutions through college, marry an Adventist they met
in school, then go to work within Adventist institutions
(e.g. Adventist education, Adventist health care, Adventist
ministry). This is certainly an understandable path if
the Lord leads in that direction. However, one must be
careful that the reason for being a part of the system comes
from the Lord’s call, and not just sliding into where one
is comfortable.
Even within the isolated sphere of Adventist
institutions, the young people we equip for the Lord
should be prepared to encounter those who do not
believe. There are skeptics in Adventist universities,
unbelieving neighbors to encounter, and seekers who
may cross our path or have an extended conversation
with us in any given setting. We must be able to give
a reason for our beliefs. Can our young people answer
questions about our fundamental beliefs, using evidence
and reason, that will answer questions and incite interest
from non-believers?

The Solution: Christian Adventism
It is so easy to get into a pattern and just go with the
flow of life. To live and to parent purposefully requires
being proactive, energetic, creative, and passionate. We
need a paradigm switch. This may mean looking past
the usual (e.g. having the same friends over for games
Saturday night, your devotional time being centered
around the adult quarterly, or your support of the youth
being solely financial). This will provide an antidote
to Cultural Adventism and close the back door to our
churches before we lose a complete generation of our
young people.
Increase Authenticity: What would it look like for
our young people to say that their congregation is truly
authentic? One must first ensure that individuals have
accepted Jesus as Savior and Lord. I know this is about
as basic as it gets, but I suspect that there are some, dare
I say many, within our congregations that know the right
things to say and the right way to act, simply because they
are generationally Adventists? Step two is to ensure that
we grow in our relationship with God through prayer
and a humble study of God’s Word throughout the week.

The Old Testament prophet Micah delineated God’s
expectations of his people: “do justly, love mercy, walk
humbly with our God” (Micah 6:7-9). As we seek to
“do justly” we should examine the way we treat others,
and do so with much soul searching. Living out justice
would lead us to provide for and protect those who have
been treated poorly by individuals and institutions that
operate outside of Christian principles. Young people,
regardless of any church affiliation, often have a soft
spot to “love mercy” when it comes to helping those
who are marginalized. As followers of Christ we could
rally around them and help them coordinate the effort
they have begun. We can be a source of inspiration and
information in brainstorming tangible ways they can help
others. As Christians desiring to “walk humbly” with our
God, we should be real with each other regarding our
struggles and our successes through the help of the Holy
Spirit. Our young people need to see the ups and downs
of our Christian walk in order to connect and relate to
us. They know we are human, that we are not always as
polished as what we present on Sabbath mornings, but
they need to know that we are real—sometimes doing
well and sometimes not doing well. As our young people
inspect our fruit, they should see the Fruit of the Spirit
so ripe and full within our lives that they know God has
been working in our lives.
Be a warm and welcoming congregation: For our
congregations to be warm and welcoming, we as
individuals need to be warm and welcoming. Let me
give you two scenarios I have experienced. In the first
Adventist church I attended regularly, there was this
amazing older lady who served as a greeter just about every
Sabbath. For the first few months she couldn’t remember
my name, so she would open the door with the biggest,
warmest smile you ever saw, and say the same thing,
“Hello, friend! I just can’t seem to remember your name,
but I am so glad to see you today!” After that welcoming
smile and calling me “friend,” she could have told me my
mama wore combat boots, and I wouldn’t have cared. I
felt wanted and accepted (earrings, necklaces and all).
In contrast, a few years later, our radical youth leader (a
Christian rapper) brought his Baptist friend to church
with him one Sabbath. His friend had not wanted to
come because he did not have any church clothes with
him. This greeter, in contrast, met the fellows at the
door, hugged the visitor, then commented, “You know,
the mark of the Sabbath is wearing a tie.” God help us.
As a rule we should hold ourselves to a high standard,
while being patient, understanding, and gracious with
71

Christian Adventism vs. Cultural Adventism: A First Generation Adventist's Attempt to Raise Her Fourth Generation Children

others. We often have no idea where they are on their
journey. Let us consider Colossians 4:5-6. We should
accept people where they are and expect all to grow in
grace rather than placing them on our personal and
imaginary scale of spiritual maturity. That should be
our goal for visitors, senior citizens, the young people
that grew up in the church, as well as ourselves. May
our compassion overwhelm others.
Make disciples: Our church places a high priority on
evangelism. However, evangelizing, otherwise known
as conversion, does not signal the completion of our
mission. Jesus’ last instruction to his disciples was not,
“Go ye therefore, making converts of all the nations…”
He told them to make disciples (Matthew. 28:19).
How do we do that today? Jesus’ answer picks up in
verse 20. “…teaching them to observe all things that I
commanded you.” This teaching need not be limited
to the books of Daniel and Revelation. New believers,
young people, and adults also benefit from learning and
experiencing prayer, bible study, biblical history, and
responding in a Christian manner to temptations. In
theory, this would be a long-term, on-going, organic
process. Deuteronomy 6 describes God instruction to
the Israelites for implementing this manner of religious
education. Christians today have easy access to a plethora
of small group studies on different topics for varying age
groups.
Learn and teach apologetics: This is probably the
most unfamiliar territory for church leaders. In order
to ensure that we are on the same page, let’s define
what apologetics is. In his book Apologetics for a New
Generation, Sean McDowell (2009) points out that the
word apologetics come from the Greek word apologia.
This is the same word that we find in 1 Peter 3:15 when
it says, “…sanctify Christ in your hearts, always being
ready to make a defense (apologia) to everyone who asks
you to give account for the hope that is within you, yet
with gentleness and reverence.” McDowell also points
out that apologetics “involves learning how to respond
to common objections raised against the Christian faith”
(McDowell, 2009, p. 18). There are a number of small
group and printed resources to help one as he/she begins
to travel the intellectual road to giving scientific, logical,
and philosophical reasons for the tenants of our faith.
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Hispanic Americans in the
North American Division
Ricardo Norton (DMin, PhD)
Andrews University

Abstract
The author reports descriptive data gathered through surveys collected by mail and when speaking
to Hispanic groups around North America. In addition, personal interviews with those who have left
the church provided additional data and insights. Hispanic Americans face a challenge with second and
third generation Hispanic Americans due to the changes that take place as they assimilate into their new
culture while their churches continue to attract new immigrants. Hispanic churches in North America
tend to retain immigrants and lose their second and third generation young people. The data doesn’t
indicate whether those who leave the Hispanic churches transition to English speaking Adventist churches
or if they stop attending Adventist churches altogether.

Introduction

T

hree separate studies were conducted by
the investigator to uncover reasons why the
Seventh-day Adventist church is having
difficulty attracting and retaining Hispanic
Americans. The study, conducted from 2008 to 2011,
retrieved information on the opinions and preferences
among Hispanic Americans regarding church, language,
and culture. One investigation consisted of an email
research among 52 North American Division of Seventhday Adventists’ Hispanic leaders on questions regarding
Hispanic Americans membership. The second was
a survey investigation among several hundred active
Hispanic American church members on their opinions
about various religious questions. The final investigation
consisted of 20 in-depth interviews with baptized
Seventh-day Adventist Hispanic American young people,
from 20-30 years of age, who no longer attend church.
The investigator selected this convenience sample as he
traveled, lecturing and preaching around the U.S. The
two main research questions for the last research were:
“Name reasons why you no longer attend the Seventh-day
Adventist church on Sabbath” and, “What can the church
do to attract and retain young Hispanic Americans?” The
results are discussed on the following pages.

Hispanic American Seventh-day Adventist
membership in the United States
An email survey with four questions was sent to most
Hispanic Seventh-day Adventist Conference leaders of
the NAD inquiring about their Hispanic membership,
the number of baptisms in 2010, the percentage of
Hispanic American pastors employed in their fields,
and the percentage of members from poor, middle,
and upper classes. Twenty responses were received and
tabulated for analysis. One of the responses included
the tabulated input of 28 pastors from the Southern
California Conference. Alfredo Lee, the vice-president
for Hispanic Ministries applied the survey to 36 ministers
at a general pastors’ meeting and obtained 28 responses.
The results show a proportionate approximation of
Hispanic American baptisms, compared to membership.
It also reveals that approximately three-fourths of
Seventh-day Adventist Hispanics in North America or
first generation Hispanics. Table 1 presents an overall
picture of the survey results.
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An Immigrant Church. With such a high percentage
of both membership and baptisms coming from first
generation Hispanic Americans, one has to wonder
if Hispanic immigration is a new thing. That hardly
seems possible. Hispanic growth in Adventist Churches
throughout North America has been persistent for
decades. Then we need another explanation for these
percentages. Perhaps the convenience sample shows a
bias towards responses from first generation Hispanic
Americans. Maybe the first generation finds itself over
represented in Hispanic churches as second and third
generation Hispanic Americans migrate to English
speaking churches. If second generation Hispanic
Americans aren’t in Hispanic Adventist churches, where
are they?
U.S. Poverty Rate and Seventh-day Adventist Baptismal
Rate. The 2010 U.S. Census revealed a poverty rate among
Hispanics of 23.2 percent in 2009, up from 21.5 percent
in 2008. According to my email survey, the poverty rate
among Hispanic Seventh-day Adventist churches is much
higher (68.1 %). An explanation of this high poverty rate
among Hispanic churches is associated with the high
rate of baptisms among first generation immigrants who
generally come to the U.S. in poverty and tend to be
very receptive to the gospel. Table 2 illustrates baptisms
by social class in the NAD during 2010.
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Implications for ministry
Data analysis revealed that the baptismal percentage
among Hispanic Americans is very close to their
membership percentage; however, as the Hispanic
American Seventh-day Adventist population leaps ahead
of their immigrant parents’ population, church leaders
should devise strategies to maintain a proportionate
baptismal growth among this group. It should be noted
that most Hispanic American baptisms reported are
among younger Hispanic Americans who are generally
more receptive to the gospel than those who are college
age and other adults.
Comments from study participants indicate that
Hispanic Americans are financially better off than
Hispanic immigrants. Retaining and reaching young,
receptive Hispanic Americans can also provide higher
financial support for the church in years to come.
Although financial gain should not be a motivational
factor for evangelism, the church cannot exclude affluent
social groups from the great commission.
Studies by Sánchez (2006) indicate that there is a
need for more Hispanic American pastors who know
their own kind of people and are trained to reach them.
Considering the fact that by 2020 Hispanic Americans in
the U.S. will surpass the Hispanic immigrant population,
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it is important to train and hire more Hispanic American
pastors for ministry, and ministry that includes second
and third generation Hispanics.

Hispanic Americans: Opinions About Religion
Two methods were used to identify and recruit the
116 Hispanic Americans that participated in the study.
One method was requesting pastors to apply the survey
to their Hispanic American church members and mail

75

Hispanic Americans in the North American Division

them back to me for analysis. However, I collected most
of the surveys as I served as a guest speaker at different
Spanish speaking churches and convocations in the
country. During the meetings, I recruited volunteers 18
years and older to participate in the study. I distributed
surveys during the meeting and ushers collected them
at the end of the service. Of the several hundred surveys
distributed in this manner, only 116 were collected. I
attributed the low number of returns to the length of
the questionnaire—86 questions.
Survey questions covered six areas: a) personal
information, b) religious experience, c) information
about the church, d) information regarding language, e)
information regarding culture and acculturation, and f )
reasons why Hispanic Americans have left the church.
We inputted the data collected into the Statistical Survey
Package Software and analyzed it for descriptive results.
Regarding education, 21 percent completed college
(15 percent in Seventh-day Adventist institutions) and 25
percent reported having completed graduated studies (not
quite half of these in Seventh-day Adventist institutions).
Regarding the religion of their parents when they arrived
in the U.S., 66 percent of the respondents indicated their
parents were Catholic, compared with 26 percent whose
parents were Seventh-day Adventists.

Information About the Person
The vast majority (96.5 percent) of participants
who responded identified themselves as members of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church. Most participants were
female (63.5 percent) and a smaller majority (58 percent)
were single. About half of participants (50.6 percent)
occupied a leadership role in their churches and 14 percent
were church elders.

Religious and Social Experience
All participants reported having a similar number
of friends among Hispanic Americans, Hispanics, and
White Americans. Regarding religious background and
habits in reading the Bible, 55 percent were born in
an Seventh-day Adventist home and 30 percent of all
interviewees read the Bible on a weekly basis. This is an
amazing figure that could explain why participants were
still attending church services. Most of the participants
(93 percent) believed the Seventh-day Adventist church
is the true church of God and attended church on a
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weekly basis. Attendance was excellent considering that
four participants were not even church members.

Information Regarding Language
Cultural assimilation is associated with assimilation
of the language of the land. This research shows that 68
percent of immigrants speak both languages at home and
17 percent of Hispanic American parents go to English
speaking churches. An important statistic from the study
revealed that 63 percent of Hispanic American children
speak and understand both languages well and 80 percent
visit their parents’ country of origin. On the other hand,
63.8 percent of Hispanic American parents continue
to keep their native culture. However, 78 percent of
Hispanic Americans participants believe immigrants
should not bring their culture to the U.S. When asked
about their preferred language for church services, 64
percent indicated they prefer both languages.

I n f o r m a t i o n R e g a rd i n g C u l t u re a n d
Acculturation
Approximately half of participants, 48 percent,
believe that reconciling cultural differences between
Hispanic immigrants and Hispanic-Americans is difficult.
However, a slightly higher percentage, 53 percent,
believed that reconciling differences between HispanicAmericans and Anglo-Americans is more difficult.

Why Hispanic-Americans Leave the Church
The survey instrument asked respondents to choose
from 14 options regarding why Hispanic Americans leave
the church. The five highest options selected were that
the “church services are too boring” (50 percent), “family
problems not related to the church” (48 percent), “sin” (43
percent), “church members are not friendly” (40 percent),
and “having to work on Sabbath” (also 40 percent). Next,
in descending order, were “church norms are too strict”
(39 percent), and “no opportunity to express themselves
in English” (33 percent). “Cultural barriers” (28 percent)
and “rejection by Hispanic immigrants” (23 percent) were
other reasons why some Hispanic Americans no longer
come to church.
In-depth interviews with 20 non-attending youth
from California, Florida, Illinois Michigan, and Maryland,
revealed that once they begin college and gain a degree
of independence, they no longer feel the need to go to
church. “If I go,” one of them said, “it would be to meet
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with friends.” Once they no longer find friends at church,
their attendance stops. At a younger age they “went to
church because they had no choice but to go where their
parents took them.”
Immigrant leaders are more sincere than diplomatic.
One interesting comment made by two interviewees
was that Hispanic churches are mostly led by first
generation immigrants who tend to be “more sincere
than diplomatic.” From the podium and in one-to-one
communication, some of these leaders tend to be harsh,
impolite, and boldly impose their particular view of
religious behaviors and Christian norms. “I’d rather stay
home than go to church and listen to those people,” said
one respondent.
Disassociation, not desertion. When asked about
their affiliation with the Seventh-day Adventist church,
most interviewees who no longer attended church
services responded that they still considered themselves
Adventists. They believed going to church does not make
them “feel overly enlightened or benefited.” When they
return to church from their parents’ insistence or to listen
to a high profile preacher, they confessed they left the
service “the same as they came in.” This is an alarming
revelation and shows how irrelevant the church can be
for some of our young people. This stupor about the
church is not unique among Hispanic Americans. One
interviewee claimed, “Our feelings as Hispanic Americans
about going to church is no different from the feelings
of my White Seventh-day Adventist friends at college
(Seventh-day Adventist colleges).”

Required chapel attendance at Seventh-day Adventist
colleges is not helping. Some Seventh-day Adventist colleges
require students to attend a certain number of devotional
services during the week. Penalties for not attending
chapel can add up to several hundred dollars a semester.
To avoid penalties, a number of boarding school students
attend required chapel during the week and sleep late
during the weekend, missing Sabbath morning worship,
a service in which attendance is not required.
Retaining Hispanic Americans. When asked about
what the church can do to attract and retain Hispanic
Americans, many suggested fostering English or bilingual
dialogue during Sabbath School so youth can speak
in their preferred language. Some suggested creating
new structures of participation rather than only giving
Bible studies. Some youth feel adult, first generation
immigrants don’t trust them, as demonstrated when
these adults assign leadership positions which to older,
immigrant members.
Most of the reasons uncovered by the research on
why Hispanic Americans left the church are similar to the
reasons why other ethnic groups leave. However, there
is much the church can do in the retention of Hispanic
Americans by facilitating more English usage during
the church services, accepting cultural differences, and
becoming more accepting of others
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Abstract
The Adventist church in North America faces the challenge of reaching the first and second generation
of Hispanics simultaneously. Unfortunately, the needs of each generation are different. This reality poses
a threat to the future of the Hispanic church. The intention of this chapter is to create awareness of the
differences and to suggest practical solutions for the Hispanic church in North America.

The Challenge
riven by the American dream, millions
of immigrants from Spanish-speaking
countries immigrated to the United States
during the last century. The immigrant
community became the main growth vein for the
Hispanic Adventist Church (Vazquez, 2000). Along
with the well-documented generational gaps affecting
the church across North America, an added dilemma
threatens the future of the Hispanic Church.

simultaneously with first and second generation Hispanics
worshiping together? Sadly, the generational disconnect
referred to previously gets showcased in the traditional
Hispanic church setting. Typically the style of worship,
sermon content and delivery, and social programs cater
mainly to the first generation. Immigrant Hispanics
attend church because they seem to find the fulfillment
for three distinguishing and basic sociological needs:
The safety of refuge, the assurance of respect, and the
availability of resources. That is not necessarily the case
for American Hispanics.

This danger is caused by a cultural disconnect
between the first generation (Immigrant Hispanics)
and the second generation (American Hispanics). The
disconnect manifests itself primarily in language. The
majority of first generation Hispanics communicate
predominantly in Spanish and they are highly connected
to their homeland. On the other hand, “second and third
generation Hispanics communicate predominantly in
English” (Portes & Rumbaut, p. 277). Subsequently, the
disconnect shows itself through differences in culture
and traditions. The cultural practices of the immigrant
community are closer to what they experienced in their
countries of origin while second generation Hispanics
more closely resemble the American culture.

The Safety of Refuge. One of the reasons the Hispanic
church succeeds in reaching immigrants is because the
church fills the social and cultural void that comes from
leaving one’s home country. Since friends and family were
left behind there is a need to be part of a community
that the church naturally fulfills. Whether or not it
is intentional, the church easily becomes the hub for
immigrant life—the location around which their lives
revolve. Unfortunately, because American Hispanics
have family and friends in the United States that may
or may not be Hispanic, they belong to a community
that extends outside the church. Their need for refuge
at church doesn’t match the same need that galvanizes
the immigrants.

Refuge, Respect, Resources

The Assurance of Respect. The language barrier for
immigrant Hispanics forces them to be employed
primarily in blue-collar jobs. When they become active in
the church and are placed in leadership roles, they regain

D

Everyone needs to experience God and all people
need spiritual growth and nourishment. Can this happen
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the respect they once had back “home” and lost when they
came to America. By contrast, American Hispanics are
not only English speakers, but also, more educated than
their parents (Suro, 2007). Consequently, they occupy
places of greater responsibility at work than their parents.
Contrary to the first generation, second generation
Hispanics do not perceive the church as the only place
where they can experience respect and satisfaction.
The Availability of Resources. Most programs and
ministries are geared to satisfy the needs of the immigrant
church community. Hispanic tradition dictates that
the first place to seek advice outside of the home is the
church. Constrained by language, culture and social
network, the church becomes the natural place to find
help for the first generation. On the other hand, American
Hispanics without a language barrier and with a wider
social network have the opportunity to obtain resources
from many other places. The situation creates a reason
to be concerned. Once they go to college, the majority
of second generation Hispanics do not return to the
Hispanic Adventist church. Some do not come back to
the Adventist church at all.

A New Reality
The dynamic of the Hispanic Church has changed
over the last decade. Due to tougher immigration laws
and a faulty economy, the number of immigrants has
decreased. However, the Hispanic community is the
minority group experiencing the largest number of births
(Taylor, 2009). Therefore, Hispanic churches that do not
understand this trend and make necessary changes will
soon find themselves traveling on the road to extinction.
The new reality dictates the need for a new focus
in order to prevent disaster and to ensure the future
of the Hispanic Church in North America. Instead of
entrenchment or fervently repeating the church forms
from the Motherland, Hispanics must embrace a new
opportunity for ministry in the United States. This new
approach requires having the second and third generation
of Hispanics at the center.

Reality Check
In order to create the new focus in the Hispanic
church, things must change! American Hispanic youth
perceive the church as “the place where my parents go to
church.” How can the church become their church rather
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than only their parents’ church? The process begins
by understanding the needs of the second generation.
Second generation Hispanics have two main needs.
The first one is discover from personal experience that
the church is relevant to them and not only to their
parents. The second is the assurance that the church
is a place where they feel included, a place where they
would want to invite their friends. When the church
seems more like the church from the first generation’s
culture, neither of these two needs are met.
Relevancy. Language reveals the relevance of the
church. Will the primary language at church be Spanish
or English? Will it be equally shared and translated?
Since most second generation Hispanics learn Spanish
from their parents, their Spanish understanding is only
at the level of a home conversation. Their academic
training is in English, so when sermons and meetings
are communicated only in Spanish they feel excluded
from a complete church experience. Spanish is their
secondary language rather than their primary tongue.
Relevance is also challenged by the content of
programs, sermons and ministries. The question is: Who
is your target group? That will influence the needs you
seek to meet. For second generation Hispanics, sermons
and ministries that target the needs of new, Hispanic
immigrants are like giving a 15 year-old a lecture about
arthritis. Completely irrelevant!
Inclusion. As mentioned earlier, language can create
an obstacle for including American Hispanics into the
church. Leadership can also prevent them from feeling
part of it. Two basic questions can reveal these potential
exclusive forces: First, are there American Hispanics
on the church board? Second, can English be used to
communicate in church? If the answer to both questions
is, “No,” second generation youth will not be included
in that church.

From Surviving to Thriving
Some wring their hands and fret, “Change is
impossible.” I disagree because I have seen change in
this specific challenge in Hispanic congregations. Here
are some suggestions that may improve the ministry of
the Hispanic church to better serve in today’s world and
prepare the path to the future.
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There have been several church plants designed for
second generation Hispanics. The results of those efforts
are yet to be seen. Nevertheless, the following advice
is intended to aid existing Hispanic churches. These
recommendations come from years of ministering in
the Southern California Conference in well-established
Hispanic churches. And yes, it is possible for the church
to change!

such us driving, working out or even doing homework.
Information bombards us daily via screens on phones,
cars, television and billboards (Hipps, 2009). Computers
allow sound, sight and touch in every Internet experience.
Therefore, this generation can’t be expected to remain
interested, much less learn, when someone is only
speaking for forty minutes to an hour and in a language
they can’t totally understand.

Pastoral Leadership. Change starts with a vision. As
the leader goes, so do the people. In order to start the
change, the pastor needs to have a clear vision of the target
the church wants to reach (Sanchez, 2006). The pastor
has the responsibility to initiate and share the vision with
the church. Adults want youth in the church. They just
don’t know what to do or how to do it. This means the
pastor must train and teach the members how to do this.
After creating an awareness and projecting a vision, the
pastor must instruct the church and its leaders how to
take steps for that vision to become reality.

The task is not easy and the work is just beginning.
The Hispanic church faces a gloomy future if changes are
not done. “Fear not” (Joshua 1:9), was the message the
Lord gave Joshua when he was about to enter into a new
and daunting task. Joshua understood that the experience
he had during his youth would carry him through the
challenging future. The work was not going to be easy.
Neither was it going to be quick. Lots of changes and
adjustments needed to be made. He understood the task
required for everybody to comprehend their gifts and
responsibilities. And victory would come one city at a
time in the Promised Land. He was sure there was light
at the end of the tunnel as well as lights along the way.

Change with Purpose. Churches get into trouble when
change happens without a definite reason. Change is not
impossible in the traditional Hispanic church! In general,
church leaders want their church to improve. They just
need to know the right way to do it and a justified reason
to do so. The fear of ill-advised change moves them to say,
“We’ve always done it this way.” Give them a justifiable
reason for change. Prior to implementing productive
change, there must be a well-defined purpose for the
change and instruction on why, how, and when it will
take place. Cross-cultural change calls for a great deal of
awareness as well as sharing lots and lots of information
(Lingenfelter, 2008).
Become Inclusive. In order to successfully reach a
target group, members of that community need to be
part of the leadership. American Hispanics must be part
of the leadership of the Hispanic Church if you want to
reach American Hispanics . The inclusion of the second
generation in the decision making process of the church
will build bridges between both generations. Such an
asset affects plans because it increases an understanding
of a different world view. English can be included in
sermons, multimedia slides and printed handouts without
abandoning Spanish.
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Engage Multiple Senses. The way people assimilate
information has changed. The Word of God has not
changed, but the ways to share it have. People today
“hear” the radio while engaged in other primary activities
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Abstract
In this paper I apply the revolving door model and some of the data from Valuegenesis 2 to my
personal experiences and observations. I provide suggestions to reclaim Adventist young people in conversation with Malcolm Bull and Keith Lockhart’s work Seeking a Sanctuary, in which they explore the
“Revolving Door” model of Adventist faith development and experience. I particularly emphasize the
need to accept young people where they are instead of trying to correct their theological views before we
develop relationships with them.

Introduction

G

rowing up in Adventism is a unique
experience. The worldview instilled in our
young people as they navigate the Seventhday Adventist educational system and weekly
church gatherings shapes the way they see everything.
While some may proudly support many of the features
in this process, we still are losing youth in significant
numbers in American Adventism and throughout modern
Western society.
Parallel to this phenomenon is the speedy increase
of Adventist self-awareness through studies conducted
concerning the church. It has been one of the main goals
of Adventist administrators, pastors, professors, and even
students to investigate why we are failing to retain many
of our youth. The thorough analysis of those who were
involved with Valuegenesis 1 and 2 has provided more
than enough evidence that reveals areas where youth
are beginning to break away from church beliefs and
practices.
Another significant study is the sociological survey
of Seventh-day Adventism conducted by Malcolm Bull
and Keith Lockhart. These authors proposed a model of
faith experience in the church I will refer to later in this

paper (Bull & Lockhart, 2007). I believe this model
needs to become a significant part of our considerations
in understanding our youth. It also has tremendous
potential in helping us discern how we reach second and
third generation Adventists.
The purpose of this paper is to present my own
experiences in the Church and why I have stayed. I will
discuss this in relation to the revolving door model found
within Seeking a Sanctuary and apply the model to my
own experience. I will then make use of the Valuegenesis
2 (hereafter referred to as VG2) research to reflect on
my personal observation and experience and apply it
to some VG2 data selections. I also intend to provide
some practical suggestions for how to reach the younger
generation with the factors of the revolving door and
VG2 in mind. I believe my personal experience will give
some real-world insight on some of the issues youth are
dealing with and provide suggestions on what we can do
to reach them and welcome them into Christ’s kingdom.

The Revolving Door
Malcolm Bull and Keith Lockhart proposed a
model of Adventist Church recruitment, retention, and
regression. They called their model “The Revolving Door
Model” (Bull & Lockhart, 2007). The revolving door
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model identifies three major stages that represent the
transitions Adventist believers encounter in their faith
experience. Members of the first stage are referred to as
aspirers because they aim to meet the ideals of Adventist
standards and theology. The second group of believers
is labeled affirmers because they are generally strong
proponents of Adventism and are apologetic (that is,
eager to defend) regarding their faith and theology. The
third stage is comprised exclusively of individuals who
are second-generation believers and beyond. They are
called the transformers. This third group is the focus for
this paper.
As the name indicates, this third group wants
to transform the church. They have had a lifelong
history with the church and know all of its faults and
shortcomings. They have never truly been in the world or
experienced a life without God playing a central part in
their lives and worldview, whether or not they have made
their faith their own. Because of this, they never see the
stark contrast there is between a life without God’s loving
guidance and a church community where God’s love is
made central. In other words, they have been protected
and sheltered.
This has significant sociological and theological
implications that are a major part of contemporary
discussions among youth ministry practitioners and
theologians. These cannot be summarized adequately
here. Instead, it can be briefly stated that how we reach
someone who has grown up in the church is by no
means the same process we go through to reach potential
converts from outside of the church. One characteristic
commonly found among transformers is that they
perceive the church negatively, recognizing its faults in
a way that frequently leads them to reject the church.
Every individual I have met who has left the church
did so because of a negative experience that is often in
connection with social interactions with church members.
This is opposed to the common perception that those
who leave the church do so because they disagree with
our theology; I do not believe this is the case in most
instances.
I would propose that this is both good news and
bad news. They are generally satisfied with much of
Adventist doctrine, but their social experience leaves
much to be desired. Somewhere along the way, they
had a bad experience and they consequently perceived
the entire church in a negative manner. The result? They
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went somewhere else that is, in reality, just as fault-filled
as Adventism but without the painful history.
For instance, one of my peers at college decided to
attend church one day. She was known for dressing in a
manner akin to the rocker girl image that is so common
among young people. Though she had indeed “dressed
up,” one church member decided that some elements of
her clothing were inappropriate for church and let her
know of his opinion rather sternly. The real problem
was that they had two different standards of what sort of
clothing is appropriate for church. This church member
attempted to impose his views on her while she clearly did
not share his opinion. After this and similar occurrences
she left Adventism altogether and decided not to return
to the Adventist college we had attended together. It
wasn’t that the church as a whole had hurt her. Rather,
it was an unfortunate series of conflicts she had with a
few church people that caused her to reject the church
itself. I think it has a lot to do with the fact that she felt
rejected for unjustified reasons. More broadly, she saw
some imperfections in a church member and, through
this experience, decided to search for belonging elsewhere.
Are we receptive to her feelings?
One of the greatest needs among our youth today is
to gain an understanding that God’s people are imperfect
and subject to conflict. We are part of God’s family and
must seek ways to ensure conflicts are resolved or ensure
that our young people aren’t so shaken after a negative
experience. In short, we need to make sure our young
people understand how things truly are rather than try
to idealize the dynamics of human relationships. What’s
the best way to do this? Accept them and treat them as
if they are family so that when problems do inevitably
arise, they will be able to withstand it without simply
walking away.

Valuegenesis 1 & 2
As I was reading about Valuegenesis 2 (Gillespie,
Donahue, Boyatt, & Gane, 2004) this past summer I
felt like I was reading a statistical account of my own
life experience. All of the beliefs described as being “on
the fringes” for my generation are the very ones all of
my fellow students and friends were either unfamiliar
with, or ones they had decided to not incorporate into
their own lives.
For instance, the statistics for those who read
Ellen White’s writings are terribly low at 5% (Gillespie,
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Donahue, Boyatt, & Gane, 2004). There was a time in
my high school years when I became intensely interested
in reading Ellen White. I grew up in a home where Ellen
White was discussed and valued, especially since I came
from a local church that heavily emphasized her writings.
As such, I inherently regarded her as a true prophet and I
read her writings. However, my friends and peers either
did not have the same strong support for Ellen White’s
writings or they weren’t interested in them. They found
it strange that I would want to read these writings.
Furthermore, out of a class of 20 students, I was the
only one who thought of her positively, which matches
the claim that only 5% of Adventist youth regularly read
her writings. To my surprise, they frequently even made
fun of me for reading her books, which I openly did in
the mornings. My friends even distanced themselves
from me over this morning habit. We are all well beyond
this youthful behavior now and much of this could be
attributed to our immaturity at the time. Nonetheless,
to have received that kind of social response over simply
reading Ellen White’s writings is a matter of concern for
both theological and social reasons, as well as indicative
of some problems we are facing as a church.
This one specific example illustrates a problem that
exists for several doctrines. The investigative judgment,
the heavenly sanctuary, the remnant church, and the gift
of prophecy entail the big four doctrines at stake in the
Adventist church. In addition to this, there is a profound
lack of awareness among youth of what Adventists believe
(Dudley, 2007). This is evident in the VG2 study as well
as in my personal experience.
For instance, in academy I had a Bible class on the
prophecies of Daniel and Revelation in which a teacher
caused many students confusion on these subjects.
Unfortunately neither the teacher nor most of the students
had significant knowledge about Adventist beliefs based
on these prophetic Bible books. My girlfriend Frida (now
my wife) and I watched in horror one day as my Bible
teacher explained that the abyss discussed in Revelation
9 would be a literal hole that opens in the earth as a sign
before Jesus’ return. He further explained that people
would not know what it was but would be attracted to it
in a magnetic way, some of them even falling into it. He
described the pit as endless, so people would fall forever
if they dared to get to close to it. In a class of 20 students,
18 were horrified and fearful the rest of the week. Frida
and I knew that this was not our church’s position,
but our attempts to correct our well-meaning teacher’s
mistake by talking to fellow students didn’t completely

remove the underlying paranoia. I found out later that
my teacher had quickly scanned a website on the subject
in preparation for this Bible lesson. In short, doctrinal
unawareness is a dangerous thing and certainly misled
a significant number of my friends. If they had simply
more aware of what Adventists believe, this crisis could
have been averted. It scares me to even speculate on how
this influenced their loyalties to the church.
I would make the claim that acceptance and inclusion
of young people through real relationships makes
accepting Adventist theology much easier for them (Rice,
2002). Sometimes I believe we take the opposite approach
in that we try to correct their theology and then develop
a relationship with them. I would argue that the Biblical
model meets people’s needs before emphasizing correct
theology. In fact, a significant part of VG2 research
places an emphasis on how welcoming and appealing
young people find Adventist schools and churches to be
(Gillespie, Donahue, Boyatt, & Gane, 2004).

Suggestions
I make no assertions that I have exhausted the
application of the revolving door and VG2 research to
my own life or to Adventism in general. Nonetheless, I
hope that this brief reflection and story-sharing has been
helpful, despite the fact that much more work has to be
done regarding this topic. The following suggestions have
grown out of this analysis and are based on my observations
and the consulted resources.
Relationships come first. I can’t emphasize enough
my own felt need to be a part of people’s lives. I believe
everybody feels similarly and that this holds true for our
religious community as well. Youth are seeking a safe place
where they can feel accepted (Gillespie, Donahue, Boyatt,
& Gane, 2004). I believe that if you value the youth, they
will value you and the church you represent.
Inclusion is everything. In addition to having personal
relationships, I think inclusion is everything. It is a terrible
and isolating feeling to sense one is left out of anything.
Therefore, don’t pick favorites, love everyone equally, and
interact with everyone fairly. If you’re going to try to involve
youth, don’t choose one or two special candidates to be
in your exclusive mentoring circle. Instead, try to mentor
everyone as they are willing (Brown, 2008).
Be “real.” I once had a pastor tell me how one of
the greatest things he appreciates about his generation
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(generation X) is their openness and honesty, even when
things are imperfect and messy. I resonate with that value.
Young people do not need a leader who pretends to be
perfect but, rather, they need someone who is like them:
broken by sin and in need of a Savior. They also need
people who are willing to have honest conversations with
them and who can empathize with what they are going
through (Brown, 2008). Focus on what really matters, not
so much the correctness and beauty of Adventist theology
but just the fact that you care for them. Again, people
usually leave Adventism for relational/social reasons, not
theological tensions.
Meet youth where they are. The way we view the world
is very different, and the things we value in religion and in
general also differ than any other generation’s experience.
Instead of expecting young people to see things from an
adult perspective, first seek to understand their point of
view. Once they have been heard, they may feel drawn
to hear and understand and even desire more mature
perspectives. Youth want to ask questions, and they need
the freedom to question and even reject Adventist beliefs.
Any other approach will come off as imposing and will
make Adventism all that much harder for them to accept.
Let young people demonstrate their faith. In addition to
having genuine relationships with them, we must allow
young people the chance to express their own faith. This
can happen in one-to-one encounters, group activities, and
even testimonies. Give young people the chance to take
ownership of their faith and to show it in their lives. Do not
impose values on them. Instead, help them to identify the
relationship between their beliefs and actions. Encourage
them to select and prioritize their values. This is the way
to coach them as they develop their personal set of beliefs
and values from the years and investment of input from
parents, teachers, and other mentors.
Affirm that young people know what they believe.
Once a genuine relationship has been established we, as
ministers and teachers, can proceed affirm our theology,
which ultimately drives our ministries. Again, the second
biggest issue beyond relationships is unfamiliarity with
Adventist doctrine. Keeping young people aware of what
Adventists believe saves them from biblical confusion and
provides them with the tools and confidence to share their
faith with others.
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Conclusion
I believe strongly that, in order to reach 2nd and
3 generation Adventists, we need to understand their
experience as lifelong Adventists. Other important
considerations include making them feel included and
developing valuable relationships with them. If this is
done, it greatly simplifies the task of helping them accept
Adventist theology. We must make good use of the data
found in the VG2 study and look towards more current
research as well. With the guidance of the Holy Spirit we
can succeed at retaining many young people that otherwise
would slip away.
rd

As a final appeal, let us also allow youth the chance to
express themselves. I believe that if we do so, we will see
a new generation of Adventists that take true ownership
of their faith and move the church forward in theological
and relational directions we can only imagine now. Perhaps
the message young people are trying to give us is similar
to a statement one fireman gave Tom Brokaw just before
running into a burning building to save a distressed family:
“Mr. Brokaw, watch my generation now, just watch us”
(Gillespie, Donahue, Boyatt, & Gane, 2004). Mentor our
youth, love them, and teach them the faith. As our God is
relational, may we emphasize the value of their personhood
in every young person that we encounter.
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Is the Church
One Generation
from Extinction?
Tracy Wood
Associate Youth Director
Oregon Conference

Abstract
As we grow older we find ourselves asking questions about the future of our church and its relevance
to the lives of our children and grandchildren, especially if they have not embraced our beliefs. The
Bible gives a definite generational prophecy concerning the “last days.” Older church leaders can create
opportunities to engage and involve youth and young adults in areas of leadership to their generations.
But that necessitates a mentoring and then a release with support for these new leaders. By trusting God’s
Word, we will allow younger generations, inspired by the Holy Spirit, to see and do ministry relevant to
their understanding of Scriptures even though it may be irrelevant to us.

I s t h e C h u rc h O n e G e n e ra t i o n f ro m
Extinction?

W

A Biblical Prophecy of Generational Ministry
in “The Last Days”

ho’s asking the question? Is it first
generation Adventists? Is it their
children–second generation young adult
Adventists? Or is it their grandchildren–
third generation Adventist youth? For this chapter, the
classification of age brackets will be: First Generation–ages
40 and older, Second Generation–ages 20-39; Third
Generation–ages birth-19.

“And it shall come to pass in the last days,
says God, That I will pour out of My Spirit on
all flesh; Your sons and your daughters shall
prophesy, Your young men shall see visions,
Your old men shall dream dreams. And on My
menservants and on My maidservants I will
pour out My Spirit in those days; And they shall
prophesy.” Acts 2:17-18 (NKJV)

Is this a generational question, prompted because our
church proclaims the gospel differently now than it did
when we first accepted Jesus? Maybe it is because our
visions of sharing the gospel have changed over the past
few generations. Have our dreams of the gospel become
so complex that only experienced people can correctly
and effectively proclaim the “Good News” of Jesus to
the younger generations? These are first generation-type
questions.

In this passage, God is speaking. It is not Peter’s
words. Peter makes sure we understand that these are
God’s words and not merely a restatement of Joel’s words
(Joel 2:28). It is God who is re-proclaiming his Word.
The message contains a fresh prophecy. When God
speaks, all things come into existence! It happened at
creation (Genesis 1). In the days of Jesus, the centurion
understood this when he said to Christ, “Just say the word
and my servant will be healed.” (Matt. 8:5-13) When
the Trinity speaks, it happens!

Is the church one generation from extinction? If we
think that it is God’s agenda that His church is to be like
us, the answer is “Yes!” But if we believe the Bible and
the prophetic promise of Acts 2:17-18, the answer is a
resounding, “No!”

Following is a review of these two verses, phrase-byphrase, considering their meanings. This is not intended
to be a full, exegetical study, but simply a reading of the
text with some insights from the original language.
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“And it shall come to pass in the last days.” This
could be translated, “In the last days it will be,” or “It
will happen/be in existence/be the experiential reality
in the last/final days.” Joel’s record of God’s prophecy
states, “And it shall come to pass afterward.” In Peter’s
statement of God’s prophecy the word “afterward” has
been changed to “last days.” This re-proclamation comes
from a different time frame. The application of the dayfor-a-year principle could be applied, which would imply
it happening in the last days or years. The message can
be re-proclaimed once again, in our time today. The
context of the following verses both in Joel 2:30-32 and
Acts 2:19-20 give support to this time period.
“I will pour out of My Spirit.” Why the verb for
“pour out” rather than a verb for “rain down” when
talking about the Holy Spirit? The implication is that
the “pouring out” is much more than just a sprinkle or a
raining down. It is a down-pour—a pouring-down rain.
“… on all flesh.” It is on “all flesh” which is inclusive
of everyone. Nobody gets left out. The “pouring out
of My Spirit” is for all of us who do not have His Spirit.
We naturally “live by the flesh and not by the Spirit”
and God wants to flood us with His Holy Spirit in ways
that previous generations have never experienced. God
is in the process of wrapping up this old world of sin and
bringing it to an end so that He can come again!
“Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy.” Both
our boys and our girls, specifically both genders, will
prophesy. Look it up in the Greek. You will see that the
prophecy specifically designates both genders. “Your sons
and your daughters” is referring to the third generation,
the youngsters, who are the spokespersons for God. They
will prophesy! What does “prophesying” mean?
•

They will proclaim God’s messages.

•

They will speak under the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit.

•

They will preach.

•

They will tell of things to come.

They are speaking out for Him. They are telling
others what Jesus wants them to say, prompted by the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit through them. Both
genders are preaching His last-days message. We can
expect this in our churches, and outside of them even
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more. They are telling of things to come, including lastday events culminating at the second coming of Jesus,
and life with Him forever.
“Your young men shall see visions.” They will have
spiritual insights! They will see old things in new ways.
They are inspired by the Holy Spirit with fresh applications
of God’s love and grace. They will understand and put
into action new approaches. They will take the gospel
into their world in ways and in places that those before
them never could. The term “young men” leads us to
think of the second generation—people that adults would
consider to be young adults. The second generation
contains the visionaries going outside the world of only
adults and into the rest of the world with a fresh vision
of Jesus and His prophetic message for this time. They
are seeing God and experiencing Jesus in ways the older
generation is unfamiliar with because “we never saw it
this way before.” They are not afraid to be creative and
try new approaches of sharing the old, old story of Jesus
and His love.
They have the Holy Spirit pushing them outside our
church structures and systems. Don’t expect them to be
dependent on the organization to give acceptance and
approval to their God-given, Holy Spirit-inspired vision.
They are not afraid to live on nothing for the sake of the
gospel. They see that the “last days” message must be
proclaimed in all the world and they rely on God rather
than the church organization to make this happen. The
Holy Spirit has already opened doors of opportunities
far beyond the comfort zone of those first generation
thinkers who asked, “Is the church one generation from
extinction?”
“Your old men shall dream dreams.” This doesn’t
necessarily exclude the older ladies. It can be understood
as the “elderly” known as the older generation. This is the
first generation believers—those who have walked with
Christ for a long time. They have tried many approaches
and have determined what works and what doesn’t. They
have strong opinions about how and when and where
the gospel should be proclaimed. They have a natural
tendency to think that those younger than them, their
children and grandchildren, need to understand Jesus
as they do.
But when the Holy Spirit gives these older people
a dream, it goes beyond entrenched thinking. Such
Spirit-inspired dreams are “big-picture” dreams that
show conclusions to God’s leading. Biblical examples
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of these types of dreams include Joseph’s dreams which
God fulfilled years later. Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of
the image in Daniel 2 was a big-picture dream that
culminates at Jesus’ second coming. Most of the time
dreams don’t reveal the step-by-step details, but rather
the final conclusion to God’s leading. The Holy Spirit
gives dreams which help the older generation not give up
nor become discouraged along their journey of life. And
older people can share their God-given dreams with the
younger generations. They believe and hope that, even
though they may not understand what God is doing, He
will fulfill His promises.
Times have changed for these first generation
believers. But they embrace the prophecy that God’s
Spirit is poured out on all flesh. Based on God’s
promise, they have hope even when their children and
grandchildren aren’t walking with God in exactly the
same way the first generation did. When they realize
that the Holy Spirit inspires their second generation
young adults with spiritual insights (visions) of when and
how He wants to work through them to fulfill His final
conclusions, hope revives. And when they see their third
generation grandkids proclaim their own experiences of
the simple gospel of Jesus, fears dissipate and hope comes
alive. They know the Lord is leading His people to the
conclusions He has shared with them in their dreams.
“And on My menservants and maidservants I will pour
out My Spirit in those days.” Notice that God is repeating
His promise of pouring out His Spirit in “those” (last)
days. Such repetition hints at a second pouring, or
God’s double portion of the Spirit upon His servants.
It is on those who have chosen to be God’s servants,
who have surrendered their hearts, their minds, and
their wills to Him for the purpose of helping others
experience the love and grace of Jesus. They have laid
down their lives for Christ. They have surrendered all for
the sake of experiencing a continual, personal, growing
relationship with Jesus. They have chosen to be His
servants continually. They receive the double portion of
the Holy Spirit! Once again God includes both genders.
Generational differences don’t even get mentioned in
this phrase.
The pouring out of the Spirit on servants can also
include the idea that God’s Spirit isn’t reserved or limited
to the elite. Spiritual or social or economic status doesn’t
determine who receives the Spirit. God even pours out
His Spirit on servants/slaves. Caste systems might be the
way the world operates, but God won’t be limited in those

manners. In a sense, all who follow Jesus have responded
as servants. And God gives his servants the Holy Spirit.
“And they shall prophesy.” God’s servants, males
and females of all ages, prophesy. They proclaim God’s
messages with power in their various contexts. They
speak under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in ways
that are meaningful to their gender! They preach inside
and outside their Adventist Church the end-time message
of righteousness by faith in Christ alone! And they tell
others of things to come based on the biblical teachings of
Jesus’ second coming and life with Him forever! They will
not hold back in timidity! They have been filled with the
Spirit and so they live out loud for God! They prophesy!

Taking a Look at the Role of the First
Generation–Older Folks in these “Last Days”
If you are part of the first generation, you may
have walked with Jesus a long time. Your conversion
experience with Jesus might have happened many years
ago. Perhaps you are the leaders in churches and the
teachers in Adventist schools. Maybe you are the ones
with the money who support the churches and schools.
You probably make the decisions and set the direction
for most of what happens inside the Adventist world.
You were once younger and visionary, and tried many
different approaches that seemed relevant at the time.
You figured out what worked and what didn’t.
Because your second generation children watched
you fulfill your vision as they grew up, most of the things
you do now seem “old school” to your children and
“boring” to your grandchildren. You might still think it
is “cutting edge.” It might be. Or it could be what was
“present truth” in the past. One needs to ask whether or
not the theological issues and viewpoints that challenged
the first generation even make a blip on the current radar
of ensuing generations.
Older generations tend to settle into what they
understand to be true. They have already passed through
the simple gospel that children discover. They no longer
need to wrestle with integrating their beliefs—a task that
challenges many young adults. When children and young
adults don’t think or act like older people, one shouldn’t
be surprised when the older generation asks, “Is the
church one generation from extinction?” In a sense the
question is, “Will the next generation be just like us?”
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The answer to this question is not for the older
generation to manage, control, and direct our churches
and schools. The answer is to mentor, enable, and
empower the next generations to fulfill their call to
envision and prophesy to their own generations. As
dreamers and prophets, our mandate comes to mentor
young adults and youth to reach their generations.
Ellen White has much to say about teaching and
training our youth and young adults to be “gospel
workers.” We can quote her from compilations such
as Adventist Home, Evangelism, Gospel Workers, Messages
to Young People, Testimonies for the Church and others.
White called for a number of actions from first generation
believers. Following are two examples of what she calls
the first generation believers to do.
“Young men and women should be educated
to become workers in their own neighborhoods
and in other places. Let all set their hearts and
minds to become intelligent in regard to the
work for this time, qualifying themselves to do
that for which they are best adapted” (White,
1948a, pp. 118-119).
She also admonished that:
“We should educate the youth to help the
youth; and as they seek do this work, they will
gain an experience that will qualify them to
become consecrated workers in a larger sphere.
Thousands of hearts can be reached in the most
simple, humble way. The most intellectual,
those who are looked upon and praised as the
world’s most gifted men and women, are often
refreshed by the simple words that flow from
the heart of one who loves God, and who can
speak of that love as naturally as the worldling
speaks of the things that his mind contemplates
and feeds upon. Often the words well prepared
and studied have little influence. But the true,
honest words of a son or daughter of God,
spoken in natural simplicity, will open the door
to hearts that have long been locked” (White,
1948b, p. 115).
The General Conference Youth Ministries
Department adopted a new approach to youth ministries
in the church. They developed a model with Jesus at the
center, surrounded by discipleship, church community,
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and mission/service. I consider their concluding
comments to be “spot-on”! They read:
“It is our conviction that empowered by the
Holy Spirit according to the Divine promise,
trusted and supported by leadership at all levels,
the youth of the world will stand and take its
place at the centre stage of the church. They will
honor God in reflecting and proclaiming His
Kingdom and preparing the world for His soon
coming. For some time now, there has been a
sense of renewal among our young people, and
the time is right to entrust to them the mission
of the challenge of building a church for this
generation and beyond” (General Conference
Youth Ministries Department, n.d.).

Conclusion
No, the church is not one generation from extinction.
The church is one generation from explosion. It is the
God-given prophecy that in the last days all of God’s
servants, both male and female, will prophesy no matter
what their age. It is a challenge for the older-generation
dreamers of our church not to depend on their own
understandings, but to dream God’s dreams and to follow
Him as He is actively leading. They must understand
their role, as the older generation, to reach their own
generation, and to mentor and empower the visionaries
(their young adult children), and the sons and daughters
(their youthful grandchildren) to reach their generations
as well. However, this does not mean that any should
exclude themselves from other generations! God’s “last
days” prophecy includes all prophesying together. We
must be: spokespersons for God, proclaiming His words,
preaching, and telling of future things to come! We must
be about our Father’s business!

Recommendations for the First Generation–
The Older Folks
1. You are Spirit-filled for the purpose of
prophesying to your own generation to fulfill
God’s dreams in their lives.
2. You are Spirit-filled for the purpose of
empowering your kids (young adults) to fulfill
God’s visions in their lives.
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3. You are Spirit-filled for the purpose of enabling
your grandkids (youth) to fulfill God’s
prophesying through them in their lives.
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